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FOREWORD


It is fitting that the new edition of this book should form part of the 70th anniversary celebration of the Glenesk Folk Museum. While some things have changed since the first publication in 2000, Glenesk is still, essentially, the same quiet, upland community to which Greta devoted much of her life.


John Beech


I was born at the farm of Cairncross in Glenesk and had the benefit of kind parents and a good home. I had one brother, Duncan. My parents had been late in marrying, but we had many happy times, and my father was a great fiddler. Both parents were interested in antiquities. My ancestry is not a real Glenesk one, although my grandparents on the Michie side first set up house at the Drum of Lochlee in 1839. They were Aberdonian, from Corgarff. My grandfather, Duncan Michie, was a gamekeeper with Lord Panmure, later Earl of Dalhousie, and in 1854 he became Ground Officer. Eventually, he farmed Cairncross, and my father, George Michie, his fifth son, followed in his footsteps, becoming purely a farmer when no ground officer was required. My brother, Duncan, succeeded him in the tenancy adding to his ground the farms of Glentennet and Shinfur, another portion of the medieval davach of Cairncross. My mother, Alexina Fairweather, was not a native of the Glen. She brought into our lives contacts with the wider area of the low country and town. I attended Tarfside School until I was eleven and a half, and then went to stay with relatives of my mother, first attending Kirkcaldy High School and then Edinburgh Ladies’ College, but thereafter both my brother and I went to Montrose Academy where we stayed in lodgings. During my last years at Montrose, after my brother had left school, I was lucky in contacting a cousin of my father, and I went to stay with her. Aunt Barbara, as I called her, taught me to appreciate Glen life. She had been brought up in Glen Lethnot, and there had been much coming and going between the two families. She spoke of the days when they thought nothing of walking across the hill to dances at Tarfside and returning by the light of the moon. She was full of tales of Queen Victoria, for several of our relatives were in the Royal service.


From Montrose I went to the University of St Andrews and lastly to Dundee College of Education. My first teaching post was in Brechin, which meant that I could go home for the weekends and on holidays. It was then that I discovered how much Glenesk meant to me, and started consciously to think of its past. One cold, winter’s day, I looked out on the hills opposite Cairncross, observed the path to Lethnot outlined against the snow, and wondered about those who had gone that way. This was the start of my searches, and at that time I was particularly interested in prehistory. After six years I went to Monifieth to teach English and History. During this time I started working on a thesis on the depopulation of the Angus Glens, research which would turn into the Glenesk Museum. It was then I started collecting documentary material at the Register House in Edinburgh. By 1947, the post of teacher at Tarfside School was advertised. I got the job and stayed for fifteen years. There I found that history in depth was certainly my line and that nothing quite equalled the atmosphere of a one-teacher school. Before I went to Monifieth I had started collecting objects of historical interest. Indeed, I had asked an old friend, the late John Porter, if he would keep a cruisie mould from the Midtown Smiddy for me until I came back. The day after I moved into the schoolhouse he returned it to me.


During my stay at Tarfside there was much about what could be done for such places as Glenesk. With the enlargement of farms following mechanisation, the people were drifting out. Meantime we were interested in crafts, and I was trying to record local history. One day, encouraged by friends, I wrote to Lady Dalhousie asking for accommodation for a small local collection of museum material. Her delightful letter of consent from Lord Dalhousie and herself was the first step towards the creation of the Museum at the Retreat as part of the Glenesk Trust founded in 1955 by Lord and Lady Dalhousie for the good of the locality. Early in the year they called a meeting at Tarfside, and the Glenesk Trust was formed. The Retreat Shooting Lodge was made available to house activities consisting of a shop, tearoom and museum, and also craft classes during the winter. All departments were staffed by local people, including Davina Skene, Marion Campbell, Jessie Scott and Nancy Skene. In 1961 I gave up Tarfside School and stayed at the Retreat flat, teaching English and History at Edzell until I retired from teaching in 1965. I continued at the Retreat until 1973, and relinquished the curatorship in 1975, becoming Consultant Curator thereafter.


The Museum attempts to represent the past of this upland rural community in which it exists, mainly from the mid-eighteenth century. Practically every Glen family has contributed to the display. Yet the collection cannot be described as purely local, for descendants of Glen families from all over the world take an interest in it, and have even contributed objects once used locally. The Museum could never have existed had it not been for the people who valued their inheritance and wished it to be recorded. The Retreat itself is a pleasant place, admirably suited, both outside and in, for housing a community centre.


The scope of the museum depends on available accommodation and on the donations received. Nothing could have been more suitable so far as atmosphere is concerned than the rooms we were allotted. Except for the handsome front room, once the dining room, the museum is housed in the older part of the building, part of it built by Captain Wemyss in the mid 1840s and part of it by George Inglis, the ‘Silver King’, in 1879. The front room contains straight displays on such subjects as prehistory, the Church, sport, minerals, snuff, the dram, coins and tokens. There is also a collection of archival Guard Books for visitors to see. The rest of the museum, although it also contains displays in cases, is set out in rooms: the kitchen, milkhouse, best room, costume room, children’s room, and farmer’s room. The passageways are similarly displayed. Outside can be seen prehistoric gravestones, cheese presses, remains of querns, millstones and such like.


I have worked on documents for many years, and it was this interest that enabled me to start the Museum with some certainty of what it should contain. It took years to establish anything like a comprehensive collection. Although I have gleaned a great deal from the Register House, a tremendous amount of important material has come direct from the Glen people themselves. Eventually this accumulated material has been contained in Guard Books, each dealing with a certain subject.


The tales of our collecting adventures would take a long time to record completely. There are close on a thousand pieces from the late Miss Lindsay’s house at Tarfside. There are the entire contents of the Tarfside Smithy. There are gifts from the Skenes of Turnabrane, notably an eighteenth century box bed, brought across the river by a tractor and bogey, except for the glass which I took across the ‘shaky brig’. There is the head of a whisky still found near the head of Craig Soales by the late James Moir during a grouse drive, no doubt deposited by a fleet-footed fellow evading the gauger by running uphill. Its site had been marked with white stones. There is the Scandinavian-type wooden graip found in the thatch of the old house at Buskhead. There is the beautiful plough made by one of the Stephens. There are dresses, one of which, dated 1853, was the wedding dress of Mary Falconer, a relation of Robert Burns. She became Mrs Welsh of Gleneffock. The dress comes from the Skene family.


I could never have done what I did without help. It was a great experience to work with so many wonderful friends. If I started naming them the list would be as long as a chapter.


Greta Michie
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MARGARET FAIRWEATHER MICHIE 1905–85: A MEMOIR*



RONALD G. CANT


Greta Michie – to use the family name by which she was generally known throughout her life – was born at Cairncross in Glenesk on 29 November 1905. Her father, George Simpson Michie, had succeeded his father Duncan Michie in the tenancy of this grouping of two hill farms (Upper and Mid Cairncross near Tarfside) which formed part of the Dalhousie estates in the Glen. It was indeed as a gamekeeper to the Dalhousies that this Duncan Michie – after whom Greta’s own brother was named – had come to Glenesk from Corgarff on Donside in 1839, serving later as ground officer and acquiring a farm tenancy. This association with the Dalhousie lairds, continuing into Greta’s own lifetime, was characterised by a mutual respect and understanding on the basis of which her greatest achievement, the Glenesk Folk Museum, would be established in 1955.


George Michie’s wife was Alexina Whyte Fairweather, daughter of a prosperous and much respected shoemaker at Carmyllie in Angus. Her brothers included three distinguished ministers of the Free and United Free Church and she brought to her home in Glenesk an appreciation of literature, art, and music, the last shared in part with her husband even if his tastes inclined to the vernacular and hers to the classical. Family life at Cairncross was active, stable, and affectionate. Both Greta and Duncan (two years her junior but her constant and cherished companion) began their schooling at Tarfside and came together again for part of their later education at Montrose. When he left to join his father in the work of the farm Greta was taken into the household of a cousin of her father, herself the mother of two girls also attending the Academy. By this kindly arrangement not only was Greta spared the loneliness she had known at Kirkcaldy and Edinburgh but introduced to whole new aspects of traditional country life through the lively reminiscences of ‘Aunt Barbara’ of her own girlhood in Glen Lethnot.


In 1924 Greta entered St Andrews University to begin the four-year course of study for the MA Honours degree in Modern History and English. She was happy in the companionship of her fellow-students in what was then a quite small community of three to four hundred, many becoming lifelong friends. She was notably successful in her class work but was prevented by illness from doing herself justice in the final examinations, and after teacher training in Dundee took up an appointment in a primary school at Brechin in 1929.


If her professional career thus assumed a form somewhat different from what she herself may have envisaged, her imaginative enterprise enabled her to achieve results uniquely influential in their scope and character. With her young pupils she established an immediate rapport, persuading them that learning could be a joyous as well as an endlessly interesting affair. Furthermore, as Brechin was less than twenty miles from Cairncross she was able to spend a good deal of time at home and to enlarge her already well-developed interest in the history of the Glen community. This continued after she moved from Brechin to Montfieth where she remained (teaching both History and English to junior secondary standard) from 1935 to 1947 and being accepted in 1946 as a research student in her old university, working on the topic of ‘The Depopulation of the Glens of Angus’.


In 1947 Greta came back to Glenesk to take charge of the now single-teacher school at Tarfside. If this involved some loss of professional status and emoluments, it had the compensation of reduced commitments for someone of rather uneven health and the attraction of becoming for the next fourteen years more deeply involved than ever before in the life of the glen folk. These years were of crucial importance to rural communities of this kind, characterised as they were by changes in farming methods that involved a yet more drastic reduction of population. More fundamentally, however, they marked the final disappearance of the old self-sufficient country life that had existed since men first settled in the glens. On previous homecomings Greta had noted the traces of early dwellings, cultivation, and tracks on the hillsides and pondered on the factors that had produced such change. She had also begun to collect old artefacts and, in her research, documentary evidence on all aspects of glen life in earlier days. Now, while continuing and extending these activities, she began to record, and wherever possible to preserve, every evidence of the past life of the community.


From these endeavours emerged the Glenesk Folk Museum of 1955. Its creation came at a relatively late stage in the development of ‘folk studies’ and Greta was well aware of the debt which it owed to the pioneer work of Artur Hazelius in Scandinavia and Isabel Grant in Scotland. Nevertheless her conception of its character and function was very much her own. On a visit to Norway some twenty years before she had been greatly impressed by the way in which certain smaller ventures of the kind were related to the everyday life of the communities in which they were set, integrating the present with the past and providing a historical perspective for the ongoing activities of the whole social group. She was also in her way a pioneer of what would come to be known as ‘total history’, not through any theoretical preconceptions but in the innate width and warmth of her understanding.


Thus the museum grew quite naturally out of the work of a good teacher with her pupils and the community from which they were drawn. It was indeed in recognition of her ‘services to rural education’ that she would receive the award of MBE in 1956. Outside the school Greta encouraged the continuation or recording of local crafts and customs so that when she came to write to Lady Dalhousie for help in finding accommodation for her growing collection of objects and information illustrating life in the Glen she was in a position to guarantee that this would be no mere assemblage of antiquities but a living portrayal of a community with an unusually interesting past and some prospect of a future in continuity with what had gone before.


The response of Lord and Lady Dalhousie to Greta’s request was all that could have been hoped for. Early in 1955 they called a meeting in Tarfside and with an assurance of active local support arranged to form the Glenesk Trust for the general wellbeing of the community. As a centre for its activities they made over the shooting lodge at The Retreat just below Tarfside. Here accommodation would be provided for the museum collections, also a craft shop and a tearoom, with space for future extension if required. These would be staffed by local people during the summer season and it was hoped that at other times there would be craft classes and a variety of activities to associate the historical collections with the current life of the Glen. For the post of Honorary Curator Greta was the inevitable choice.


In these early days the arrangement of the museum was necessarily simple and in part frankly makeshift. Yet it embodied from the outset the principles that its creator had developed in her own approach to the history of the glen community. Exhibits were rarely shown in isolation but in association with their context, whether by means of a photograph of a vanished building or bygone craft, a tradesman’s bill or the inventory of a displenishing roup, family letters or reminiscences. Many of these were bound into large volumes which visitors were encouraged to study for themselves, a daring innovation this when it was first introduced and difficult to continue in its original form, yet justified by the way in which it involved the reader in past life and customs as no enclosed exhibit could. Enclosed displays there undoubtedly were for objects of special value, and the curator did not hesitate to include among them items of external provenance such as fine china and furnishings where these had formed part of family life in the Glen.


In her work at the school and the museum Greta was always alert to make use of any opportunity that might come to enlarge their ambience – as on the occasion when a quite casual visit by Helen Cruickshank (known to Greta since her Montrose days but not yet a close friend) ended in her writing a set of character sketches to be acted by the children. She also agreed, with other authors, to the inclusion of several of her poems in the remarkable Glen Anthology produced by Greta for the Glenesk Trust in 1958 and in an extended form in 1961. As the unusual merit of the museum became more widely known it attracted visits by individual scholars in its field together with a wide variety of cultural organisations. At times indeed it formed the centrepiece of special conferences and study-courses on the locality. These contacts encouraged Greta to publish articles, often in partnership, on aspects of life in Glenesk, together with a general survey of the parish of Lochlee for the Angus volume of The Third Statistical Account of Scotland. She also gave radio talks though all her friends wished that she could have found the time and energy to do even more.


In 1961 Greta gave up Tarfside school and moved into a flat at The Retreat. From here she travelled to Edzell where she taught History and English at the Junior Secondary School. Although successful and happy in her work here and at the museum, she was greatly shocked and saddened by the sudden death of her brother Duncan in October 1963. Two years later she retired from teaching to concentrate on what would be the concluding phase of her curatorship, guiding the collections into new areas of interest and improved methods of presentation while still retaining their pristine simplicity and integrity. In 1973 she left The Retreat for her own little house of Burnside in Edzell and in 1975 relinquished the active direction of the museum for which she had been responsible since its inception twenty years before. At the request of the committee, however, she agreed to continue in an advisory capacity as ‘Consultative Curator’ and in 1977 was awarded the Queen’s Jubilee Medal in recognition of her work.


Although Greta was now advanced in years and often far from well, she was sustained through successive crises by the care of her friend Mary Findlay and the skill of her doctor Wilfred Dally who had become closely involved in the work of the Glenesk Trust and its museum. And despite failing energy she worked heroically on her accumulation of research material to make it available for publication in book form. But the winter of 1984–5 left her, though still cheerful and mentally alert, much reduced in physical vigour. On 5 April 1985 she suffered a severe stroke necessitating her removal to Brechin Infirmary and there, after a second stroke, she died peacefully on 27 June. Five days later, on a singularly beautiful summer afternoon, a great congregation of glen folk and friends from further afield that completely filled her own beloved church at Tarfside took its leave of one who would be remembered with deep affection as a person and enduring respect as a scholar and interpreter of country life.


 


____________


* From: Review of Scottish Culture, 3 (1987), of European Ethnological Research Centre, Edinburgh, 1987.





INTRODUCTION


Glenesk has been described as ‘the glen of glens’. It is one of the most beautiful in Angus, rising from a height of 300 feet at its mouth to over 3,000 feet in the peaks at its upper end. It is a crescent shaped valley, through which the North Esk flows, taking a rather straighter course than the road that twists and turns and falls and rises like the music of a song alongside. From Gannochy, the river flows through well-tilled, productive Angus land, past Edzell and on through Marykirk till it gains the sea at North Water Bridge a little above Montrose. It is a source of sport for fishermen, and of danger to those who cross it carelessly at times of flood.


To the motorist, Glenesk is a dead end; but on foot or on horseback, travellers can pass to and from the Aberdeenshire lands that lie further north. To judge the accessibility of the glen through the windscreen of a car gives wrong perspectives. Because of the hill that passes through the Mounth to the north, and contact with the low country to the east through the opening of the valley, the people of Glenesk were probably less insulated from the world than their neighbours in Glen Clova and Glen Prosen to the south, or in any areas without through traffic. This is one reason why the glen is so rich in the relics of the life and work of the people who have lived there and who have passed through it from early times onwards.


Because and in spite of links with the north and east, the people of Glenesk developed their own distinctive character, traditions and ways of thinking and speaking. The story of the Glen and its people is here recorded and interpreted. It is time that this work should be done, for the ways of life have been changing rapidly, with fast transport, mechanisation and amalgamation of farms, and the introduction of modern amenities. Depopulation has probably been going on since the wars and famines of the seventeenth century, and certainly since the middle of the eighteenth century. An analysis of population patterns over the last two centuries shows a great difference between the hillset parish of Lochlee, and its lower parts in the parish of Edzell and part of Kincardineshire, which have the same number of inhabitants now as they had in 1755, though this is due to the growth of the town of Edzell. In Lochlee or Upper Glenesk, the story is one of steady decline, except for a brief increase in the 1840s and 1850s. Since then, almost four-fifths of the total population have gone. By the 1970s, there were only 126 permanent residences in an area of over 90 square miles, the second largest parish in the county of Angus. There are about 47 permanently occupied houses and 49 other dwellings, of which 34 are occupied only in summer or at weekends. Of 128 houses mentioned in 1841, many are empty ruins, and whole valleys are silent where once was the sound of human activity. Berryhill is an almost forgotten waste. Glentennet and Arsallary are empty except for occasional weekend visitors. Glencat and Kedloch have been deserted for over a century. Glenlee has only ruins to tell that, when the nineteenth century began, over a score of families were dwelling there. In many places are rickles of stones marking the former homes of sub-tenants and cotters, lost to memory except for the chance tale or reference in a document. And the number of farms continues to decrease also.


The steady outward flow of men from about 1850 was accompanied by the spread of sheep and amalgamation of holdings. Lime-burning ceased about then, as grazing rather than arable needs began to prevail. The whole of the north-west part of Glenesk was thrown into a deer-forest, uniting the extensive reserves of Prince Albert and the Earl of Airlie on the north and west, and those of the Marquis of Huntly on the north-east, to make one of the finest and most extensive sporting fields in Great Britain. Deer and grouse became more important than people. Much cultivated land went out of use, leaving rigs and furrows and worn out field dykes as memorials. Only in the 1960s was there something of a reversal, through ploughing and re-seeding, on farms like Blackcraigs (entered by James Skene in 1927 when it had no arable at all), Dalbog (David Myles), Keenie and Dalhestnie (John Main), the Hillock (Andrew Scott), Auchronie (Robert Littlejohn and son), and Cairncross (the late Duncan Michie). Though these activities put farm-stock on to the hills, they do not bring more men about the farms.


This ‘glen of glens’ has been so called, not out of romantic sentimentalism, but because it is composed of many side glens that join the main valley. Far above Loch Lee stretch the Glens of Unich and Lee, and, beyond Invermark, Glen Mark reaches deep into the hills. There is Glen Effock, with its East and West grains, Glen Cat, Glen Tennet, Arsallary, the Aucheen area, the great stretches of ground beyond Keenie and Dalbog, and, at the mouth of the Glen itself, the Newdosk or Balfour area. Apart from the latter, the outlying parts are now largely empty, though at one time the Kirk of Lochlee, now a ruin at the lower edge of the loch, stood near the heart of the main settlement in the parish of Lochlee. On 6 December 1730, the minister undertook four ‘Dyats of Visitation and Examination’. The first began at the Bridge of Lee and ended in the Drum; the second was from Glenmark to Droustie; the third from Auchronie to Achlachie; the fourth from the Haugh to Gleneffock. He would find the circuit much less of an effort nowadays, for only six permanently occupied houses remain in this large district, and the settlement lies principally in the main Glen, near the River North Esk or its tributary, the Tarf. Glenesk is no longer known for the large numbers of small tenants it could support. It is a place of rich and varied scenery, from the wild beauty of Glen Mark and the hills beyond Lochlee, to the soft beauty of the birch woods and the waterside. It is a couthy glen, where people like to live. This record of its story may help to add a little to its strength for future survival. A goodly number of those who left must have gone unwillingly.


The book of Glenesk can be aptly described as an histoire total, and it is inevitable in a work with such a time span that it should have some areas that could have been more fully covered. But we have tried to make the best use of the material that Greta gathered and left behind. This book will stand as an enduring testament to Greta’s love of the Glen and to her never flagging industry in collecting evidence of the past. We hope she would approve.


Greta Michie, as she was known to her friends, died on 27 June 1985. We have added an appreciation of her life and work by the late Ronald G. Cant, of the University of St Andrews. This was first published in The Review of Scottish Culture, 3 (1987), 1–3. One of the Editors, Alexander Fenton, had been helping her with her book during her lifetime, and on her death he was entrusted with the relevant papers and undertook the task of seeing it through to completion. He is responsible for chapters 1–2 and 4–9. In October 1997, John Beech was appointed to help on a part-time basis, and is responsible for chapters 3 and 10–17. Chapter 18 is by Christina Mackenzie, a graduate of the School of Scottish Studies of the University of Edinburgh, who was sponsored to carry out this research in the Glen.


The book was completed in December 1999. It was sent to Robert Smart, former archivist at St Andrews University, for final approval, and we are grateful to him for his comments. Robert showed the typescripts to Ronald Cant, who had been a great supporter of Greta and her work, and to whom the production of this book is indebted, just a few days before he himself died on 31 December 1999. We also see the book as a tribute, through the Scotland Inheritance Fund, to Ronald’s kindly generosity.


The Editors
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1


SHAPING THE GLEN: THE PHYSICAL BACKGROUND


Glenesk, bounded on the north by the Aberdeenshire parishes of Birse, Aboyne and Glenmuick, covers the parish of Lochlee and part of the parish of Edzell. Lochlee extends to 58,382 acres and the Edzell part to 19,126 acres, making a total of 77,508 acres. Through it flows the river North Esk, which has its source in a number of small streams that coalesce into the Unich and the Lee (which join about a mile above Loch Lee), and the Mark, which joins the Lee at Invermark, about a mile below the loch. The combination of these form the North Esk, which continues through a broader valley reaching widths of up to half a mile, with cultivated land interspersed with heathy or marshy land and strips and patches of woodland. The two main tributaries on the north bank are the Tarf and the Turret, and those on the south are the Effock, the Keenie and the Mooran. The woods that mask the river are chiefly of birch and rowan. According to the Rev. Mr Roger in 1794, the North Esk rolled ‘its rapid stream for 15 miles eastward through the deep and dreary valley of Glen-Esk’ a description which is certainly unjust.1


Because of its geography, Glenesk has a dual character. The pattern of human settlement is affected by its geology and soils, geomorphology and climate. These factors form the backcloth for the human actors, and in many ways influence and control human actions. The inter-relationships are numerous and varied.


The sixteen mile long Glen slopes form the broad plateau of the eastern Grampians and sweep down to the lower-lying lands of Strathmore east of the Highland Boundary Fault, which extends from Stonehaven on the east coast to Loch Lomond and the Clyde in the west. The effects of glacial action and continuing erosion are everywhere apparent. Lochlee is itself a mile-long glacial trough, filling the whole 500 yards, width of the valley, and receiving two of the North-Esk’s head-streams, the Water of Unich and the Water of Lee. At each side of the North Esk are ice-shaped hanging valleys from which issue numerous tributary streams. Below Invermark, the distinct flood-plain left by the river, with well-marked gravel terraces, dates from immediately post-glacial times.


There appear to have been three movements of ice during the last glacial period which left their mark on the metamorphic schists, grits and gneisses of the Upper Glen and on the igneous rocks that penetrated these, leaving upstanding relief features like Mount Keen (3,077 feet). In the Glen itself, the river cuts through a series of schists, grits and gneisses. In Strathmore, the underlying rock is Old Red Sandstone, seen exposed in the spectacular gorge at Gannochy Bridge. However, this once overlay the Highland part also, though the circumstances that created the main Highland Boundary Fault exposed the higher lying sandstone formations to powerful erosion forces which eventually led to their disappearance. The north-west to south-east flow of the North Esk is contrary to the general trend of the Highlands, and must reflect the direction of flow when the river ran through sandstone.
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Geological formations in Glenesk. Code: a= Gneisses, partly of igneous origin; g= Mica schist; F= Felsite Quartz-porphyry; M= Basalt & Dolerite; G= Granite; X= Quartzite & Quartz Schist; 3= Altered Grits; BG= Hornblende-Schist, Hornblende-Gneiss, Epidiorite; λ= Limestone. IPR/2-101 British Geological Survey. Copyright © NERC. All rights reserved.








In the highland areas metamorphic rock has been penetrated by granites and other igneous rocks. At the time this happened, mineral veins containing lead ores such as galena were laid down in the Glenesk district. This was exploited at two periods in the later history of the Glen. The whole Glen was probably under ice which smoothed the hills, stripped them of soil, established hanging valleys tributary to the main glen and left a great deal of moraine. The first movement, from the north-west, brought deposits that are grey in colour, with cobbles and boulders of granite and metamorphic material. Over this lie deposits from the second ice-movement from the south-west, which brought clay from Old Red Sandstone formations. The boulder clay is reddish as a result, and contains sandstones, conglomerates and some quartzites and other metamorphic rocks. Lochs were formed at this period, and fluvio-glacial deposits were laid down which now appear as terraces, as a result of later erosion.


The third movement, however, had the major effect on the geography of the region.2 In the hills it has left lateral moraines, and there are several meltwater channels and a good deal of ground moraine and other deposits. The lateral moraines are often associated with water-laid deposits in the tributary valleys, as in the Tarf and Turret catchment areas, where the valleys are crossed by a series of conical kame-like deposits of sand and gravel. An overflow channel connects these glens at about 800 feet, between Craig Soales and Craig Crane, which suggests that the ice had blocked their narrow outlets. There is another high channel between the Hill of Rowan and Cairn Robie, connecting part of the main glen to the valley of the Tarf, and others can be seen farther down the Glen, south of the Craig of Dalhestnie and also between The Crannel and Hill of Corathro. The final re-advance of this glacier is marked by the terminal moraine that crosses the valley at Migvie. To the west of this the landscape is one of fresh-looking ground moraines, especially between the Hill of the Rowan and Invermark. Here the valley has widened, probably as a result of a slowing down of the glacier’s movement, with consequent depositing of moraines. These remain as irregular hummocks, with numerous traces of former cultivation now reverting to heather and birch scrub.


Another geomorphological feature of note is the way in which the Glen, east of Invermark, has rounded hills and gentle slopes, as in the Southern Uplands. This is partly due to the great volume of material, which has obscured the mother rock itself, even at high levels, and partly also to scree development. Some slopes have marked kinks in them which are likely to be due to the stabilisation of screes below the indentations.


Glenesk can, therefore, be described as having three broad zones: one of highland character, one of lowland character, and one of intermediate ‘upland’ character. The highland and lowland extremes differ climatically. In the upper reaches of the Glen, the annual precipitation can reach 55 to over 60 inches, though in Strathmore the figure is only 35 inches. The maximum is in November to January, due mainly to heavy snowfall. First falls usually occur in early October and falls may continue well into April, lasting nearly a third of the year. Melting snow may cause flooding of the haugh-land on the flood plain of the river, and lambing is affected if the melt comes late.


In terms of farming rhythms, July and August have a higher average rainfall than May and June, with an October maximum, and September is often drier than August and November. There is rain on an average of 200 days a year, though with great variation from year to year. In July and August, the summer warmth encourages growth, but showers can delay work in the fields, especially for the July hay crop. They may also disturb potato lifting in October. Ploughing and manuring usually go ahead in September after the crops have been taken, though manuring may be delayed until October.


The coldest month is January, and the warmest, July. June to September have uniformly high, and December to February uniformly low temperatures. The usual pattern, therefore, is of two levels linked by a uniform rise and fall, though in the upper Glen, the Spring rise and Autumn fall of temperature slightly precede the comparable fluctuations lower down.


The prevailing winds from the south-west are associated with the warm fronts of depressions. Glenesk is so aligned, however, that the warming effect of the south westerlies is restricted. Nevertheless, the same alignment reduces the bite of the strong east winds of spring and early summer, though agriculture suffers in exposed parts through retarded crop growth, especially when the winds are at their strongest in May. The earlier period of gales, December to February, does not affect farming other than by limiting the period of intense frosts. Autumn gales may damage unharvested crops, though after the completion of harvest they are viewed as favourable drying winds. The Rev. David Inglis clearly appreciated the ‘rainbow halo, and particularly the polar lights’, the aurora borealis, that sometimes made the sky bright in the Glen.3


Temperatures are in general lowest where rainfall is highest, with consequent effects on soil, vegetation and land use. The soils in Glenesk derive from the underlying geology, and the effects of erosion. The higher-lying areas have a relatively thin soil sheet, whilst the deeper accumulations of soil are in the valleys. Peat cover in some areas can reach a depth of fifteen feet, but this is not so much a true soil as a clothing of decaying mosses, heather and grasses. The lower hill slopes have soil that, in part, derives from debris from higher levels. It is light and sandy, and has been cultivated for crops in the past, though now reversion to grass is more or less general.


The valley floor provides the best soil for cultivation. Alluvium brought down by the river and its tributaries has given the floor a generally flat appearance, through which glacial deposits peer at intervals. At some points terraces have been carved by the river. On the gentle slopes above the alluvium there are glacial deposits that weather to a light, sandy loam, in which there are frequent pockets of clay that make it cold and somewhat stiff to plough. An intermixture of vegetable matter can produce good soils, though the ground may be too steep for cultivation. The river alluvium is fertile and quite easy to work. The slightly sloping terraces drain freely, but the more level areas can be damp and prone to flooding.


These are characteristic highland glen conditions. Lower down the soils of Strathmore, formed from glacial drift or from the underlying Old Red Sandstone, generally constitute a fertile loam, with sandier soils in the more upland parts, and a greater clay content towards the east. The loamy soil, dark and fertile, is well suited to the growth of permanent grass. In general, natural drainage is good.


Peat, which is common, was a valuable resource as fuel, and blown peat dust collecting in hollows could help to provide a basis for fertile soil. Eroded peat appears as great, dark scars on the hill tops. The soils of the highland and lowland parts of Glenesk create a variety of differences that affect settlement pattern and land use. Roots and stumps of trees found in the peat bogs on the plateau areas are part of an original widespread forest cover. No trees now grow at such high levels. The nearest is a plantation of Scots pine and larch in Glen Lee, lying between 1,250 and 1,760 feet. In the 1840s there were no plantations, but about 100 acres of natural birchwood, with a few ash trees, mountain ash and alders.4


The heather moors of the hill tops and upper slopes contain patches of grasses, Nardus, Molinia, Agrostis and Festuca, in more favoured areas. Spring burning of older heather growth, at about two feet in length, is done by the gamekeepers to encourage fresh shoots on which the grouse feed. Burning also gives rise to the spread of coarse grasses.


Somewhat lower down is a moorland type that can be classed as rough pasture, where grasses predominate, and bracken stands ready to invade. Here arable farming had once been carried on, though grazing is the only use nowadays. Bracken is spreading, in spite of strenuous efforts to check its advance, and is reducing the quality and extent of the sheep pastures.


In the valleys the sandy and gravelly deposits islanded amongst the fertile alluvium support clumps of birchwood, rowan, blaeberries or heather, but do not repay the cost of clearing. Such birch and scrub vegetation is mainly found on the valley floors and on the slopes below 750 feet. The islands are numerous enough to give the upper glen the appearance of quite a well-wooded valley, even though it is by no means a single extent of woodland. In the 1790s, natural birches and alders were described as fringing the banks of the North Esk.5


Many of the Glen farms have plantations of trees near them, providing shelter from the prevailing winds. A plantation of about 50 acres in Glen Lee was intended to shelter deer in times of storm and snow. It consists of pine, spruce and larch. Around Invermark Lodge where the Lee and the Mark come together, there is a stretch of woodland, mostly silver birch, planted for its scenic effect. Lower down in Strathmore there is beech forest, planted in the age of agricultural improvement by lairds eager to embellish their homes and land.6


The valley floor of the Mark and the alluvial flat stretching west of Lochlee are covered by grass from side to side. The former shows no traces of farm buildings, though the latter is former agricultural land that has reverted to pasture and remained as such for 80 years or more. Sheep and rabbits crop the grass of Glenmark, and cattle graze in Glen Lee. It is against this background of geography and geology that the picture of human life and activity has to be seen.


 


____________
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PREHISTORIC SITES AND WAYS


It is almost impossible to produce a complete list of sites of habitation in Glenesk, though an attempt was made in 1977 (see Appendix). Some are locally known to have been occupied, others are mentioned in records, but many more are lost to memory, their locations covered by grass and heather, hidden in woods, or obliterated by land clearance. Yet enough can be discovered to bring the past and the present nearer to each other.


The hill paths act as a link between now and earlier times, leading as they often do to sites of prehistoric occupation, and crossing the Mounth that separates Aberdeenshire from North Angus and the Mearns. Several pass through Glenesk. Indeed, it was only in the 1790s, with the growth of a system of turnpike roads, that these old north-south routes began to decline, though they were given a slightly longer lease of life following the erection of bridges at Ballater (1809), Alford (1811) and Potarch (1817). These enabled the droving of cattle to continue with greater ease than when the animals had to be ferried and driven over the rivers.1 No doubt it was along these that the first signs of human occupation came – the tiny microliths and flint artifacts used by man thousands of years ago, mostly of the dull amber shade of flint from the northeast, for Glenesk is not a flint area. Flint artifacts have been found around the Kirkton of Lochlee, and appear to have been specially numerous in the vicinty of the Monks’ Pool, near which is a mound worthy of examination. Others have come from the Hill of Rowan, behind Glentennet, in the wood beside Tarfside Schoolhouse, in front of Waterside Cottage and nearby in the manse garden, at Fernybank, and elsewhere. Larger flints of a reddish-brown colour, possibly scrapers, were found below Corhairncross in the Keenie area. One is of a cloudy grey colour, similar to a beautifully made flint knife excavated at the long barrow at Dalladies in 1971, and it is razor sharp.


Objects found in the Glen could come from even farther afield than North-East Scotland. An axe-head found by William Reid, Auchmull, in a turnip-pit at Dowan Dreich in the Doulie area, proved to be of a kind of stone not found in Britain, but common in Switzerland. It has been dated to around 2,000 BC.


There are a number of stone circles in the Glen, which often lie on a small rise in fertile ground. The stones are not particularly high and are uneven in size. The circles include a recumbent slab with fairly prominent stone flankers at each side. At Colmeallie (Culindie) there were originally two circles and what was described at the end of the eighteenth century as a ‘sort of portico’, but now all that remains is one circle, measuring approximately 40ft in diameter. It may have originally consisted of twelve stones, the rest having been destroyed by the farmer in the mid nineteenth century, when he needed stones to build dykes.2 A bronze axe-head with a herring-bone pattern was found between the dyke and the house in 1849.


The remains of one of the most southerly examples of such recumbent stone circles is at Newbigging in Lethnot. Though now much destroyed, it was still recognisable in 1862, when the circle was assessed at 40 feet in diameter. In the 1820s, 20 to 30 large stones enclosed an even wider area. In the nineteenth century it was reported that a cairn, now removed, was surrounded by a double width of what may have been kerb-stones.3 A single stone still stood, five feet four inches high. It is said that 400 cart loads were taken from the circle by the farmer. There was also a stone nearly three feet high, known as the Priest’s Stone, which has now been removed.4


Possible Bronze Age burial sites may include two at Dalbog. The Hillock of Tornacloch was the site of some sort of circle which has disappeared. What may have been a clay-luted cist containing an inhumation was found behind the house.5 At the kiln hillock of Dalforth, on the way to the ruined township of the same name, a burial was found at a depth of three or four feet in the gravel. The bones were more or less complete, but there was no trace of a coffin. When seen in the early 1850s, some hair was still attached to the skull.6 Under these circumstances, a prehistoric date may be unlikely. The Muckle Cairn, on the Lang Howe on the Hill of Rowan not far from the Lochies, is among the numerous land-gatherings that are a marked feature of the area. Among these, a multiple burial was discovered in a gravel hillock near East Migvie during the construction of the new road in the 1850s.


On Cairn Robie, beside the pathway from Westbank to Milton, is the Chief’s Cairn, in which a grave was discovered in 1861, by a gamekeeper looking for his dog. In fact a child called Mary Agnes Birse (later Mrs Charles Skene) had found it earlier. She had run off in fear, partly of what she had seen and partly because she was illegally trying to catch a rabbit. The grave contained a skeleton that was taken to Townhead of Cairncross by a day-labourer called Herald, who was so afraid it would be destroyed that he kept it under his bed. The pottery food-vessel found in the cist is now in the National Museums of Scotland. The cist of this early Bronze Age burial remained, and a tale is told of it by James Skene. As a young man he was caught in a blizzard on Cairn Robie, and crawled into the cist for shelter, remaining for half-an-hour till the weather calmed down. Since it was a short cist, he had to hunch up his legs. He said he had been ‘awfu fine and cosy’.


There is another cairn of similar type on Glentennet road, not far from the Docken Well. In Aucheen there are several burial sites. Two cinerary urns were found in 1830 in an arable field about 220 yards south of the farmhouse of the Mill of Aucheen, and about 430 yards north of Damside. A stone cist was found east of the Mill of Aucheen in 1792, beneath a cairn of stones several feet deep. The finder, William Dunn, carved his initials and date on the lid, which is now at the Glenesk Museum by the dyke at the bottom of the garden along with some Bronze Age burial stones from Dalladies. A large cairn on the site of the steading of Auchmull was demolished for its stones during World War I.


A short cist was observed over 150 years ago near the Shank in the bog of Allrey. The late Miss Minnie Lindsay, a descendant of the Caithnesses, tenants of the Shank, described what happened. Fear had prevented investigation. They ‘bedded the moss right away, for the rowers said they would never row anither peat if the grave was opened’. And the granny, who told the story, said: ‘To tell ye the truth, lassie, I was just as feard’s the lave’.


There is a badly damaged cairn in Glenmark at the bridge near the Cowiehillock Plantation. Across the Mark are land gatherings generally found with muckle cairns in what is now uncultivated ground, as on much of the surface of the Hill of Rowan, most of the lower slopes of Craig Soales, above the Burnfoot of Glen Cat, between Eastertown and the Crosspits Burn above it, above the Burn of Cleary, between the Tennet and Easter Burn, between Blackcraigs and Blackhills, up the Burn of Allrey above the Shank at the parish boundary, with the Red Castle at the other side of the Turret in the parish of Edzell, and elsewhere. Lethnot also had cairns at Blairno and Craigendowie, with land gatherings beside them. It is not known if the Parson’s Prap (Cairn) on the north side of Loch Lee is in the same category, but a fine bronze spearhead was found there by David Stormonth. In the school grounds beside Dalhousie Cottages there are the remains of the Blue Cairn. It was in excellent condition in 1862, but was partly destroyed when a house was built on the site. The stones and earth were deposited below the road. It was built of large stones, with rubble above. A loom weight was found nearby in 1971. On the south side a section of the boulder kerb can still be seen.7 At Cornescorn, just west of the farmhouse road, are to be found more than one hundred small cairns, and a further dozen or so, along with some clearance heaps, are situated just west of the farmhouse.8


Near the burial cairns and land gatherings may be seen foundations of circular form, of varying sizes up to about 40 feet in diameter. They are mostly in well-chosen sheltered places. Some may be the remains of circular huts, others enclosures of some kind. Two of the larger size can be seen above East Migvie on the south side of the Rowan, one complete and the other broken by a pathway. Another is on the old road to Westbank, among large heaps of stones. There are several of varying sizes beside the ruins of the Chapel of the Rowan, at least five above the present cultivation level on the Craig of Dalhestnie and one in the wood behind Tarfside over the fence among scrub, near the top of the school wood. An unenclosed settlement, consisting of four hut circles situated within a group of small cairns, can be found on the south side of the Craig of Cornescorn.9 There is a long story of occupation to be revealed in such areas, even if only through surface surveying and plotting of the sites of clearance heaps.


Some later historical practices may go back to early times also. One such is the movement of stock to summer shielings, traces of which can still be seen up the Unich, the Lee, the Mark, and on marginal areas that later became farms above Corhairncross and Cornescorn, on the Rowan and elsewhere in the Glen. The grass on the plateau between Glenesk and Clova provided useful pasturage. In one such area, the Burnt Hill on the south side of Loch Lee, five jet buttons were found ‘by the side of a moss hummock’ by Douglas Middleton and George Crockett in 1901. These Bronze Age buttons lay about four inches apart, partly embedded in the moss, apparently marking the position of a vanished garment. The largest button, no doubt from the neck, is two-and-a-quarter inches in diameter. The others vary between 11/4 and 11/16 inches. The originals are now in the National Museums of Scotland, but the Glenesk Museum holds exact replicas.10


A number of querns for grinding cereals have been found in Glenesk. A prehistoric saddle quern was found near the old well beside the ruins of Cosie Howe, adjoining the gamekeeper’s house next to the Glenesk Museum. The quern is on view at the Museum, along with fragments of two later rotary querns. Parts of querns and a complete one were found at Drumore, adjoining Edzell Castle. This hill, now covered with trees, was cultivated as recently as the nineteenth century, and seems to have a long history of occupation.




[image: ]


Set of five jet buttons found at Burnt Hill, Glenesk. The holes in the top of FN 117, 120 and 121 are from the borehole going too close to the top of the button. The buttons had seen some wear before burial. © Trustees of the National Museums of Scotland.








On the side of the Hill of Rowan, just west of Tarfside, stands a cross-slab. One side of the stone has been flattened and bears an incised cross. The stone may have served as a boundary marker or, possibly, as a wayside marker, indicating the position of a path which could have led to Lochlee Church.11 (Local legend says that the stone was put there to commemorate the place where a local minister was killed after falling from his horse; the stone was allegedly taken from another unidentified location in the Glen.)


As yet, no hill-forts have been identified within Glenesk itself, though there are sites in the surrounding area. Two of the most outstanding are the forts on Brown and White Caterthun above Menmuir, the latter recognised as one of the best examples of a hill-fort in Britain.12 So far, no evidence of Roman activity has been found within the Glen. However, the campaigns of Agricola in AD 84 and the Emperor Septimius Severus in the early part of the third century AD, saw forts and temporary camps established along Strathmore, no doubt to guard the mouths of the Glens leading to the hill country beyond.


Although we may not be able to interpret the evidence of these antiquities clearly, they do point to continuity of settlement and activity from prehistoric times, including movement into and through the Glen from the north and east, and cultivation of fields from which stones have been cleared in great quantities. Cropping has probably been going on from prehistoric till medieval times, even in places like the Rowan which have long lain above the levels of tolerance permitted by the present climate. All of these things lie in the period before history, but all are, nevertheless, part of Glenesk’s history.


 


____________
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LORDS OF THE GLEN


The ruins of the once magnificent Edzell Castle stand as testimony to the power and wealth of its builders, the Lindsay lairds of Edzell and Glenesk. But its crumbling stones also bear witness to the downfall of that family, who had been masters of their domain for nearly 360 years.1 Edzell is strategically situated near the southern end of the Cairn-o-Mount Pass, the most important crossing on the eastern section of the Mounth, where a route branches off west up into Glenesk, from where the Forest of Birse Mounth, Fir Mounth and Mount Keen crossings are reached.2 In a site of such strategic importance, it is no surprise that the remains of an earlier Norman motte and bailey castle are to be found approximately one quarter of a mile south of the house of Edzell.3


Very little is known about the early Norman or Normanised lords of Glenesk and Edzell. In the earliest records they are simply styled as ‘de Glenesk’.4 The first record of the name is John de Glenesk, knight, who witnessed a charter by Christian Vallognes in 1256.5 Black thought that they may have been a Normanised native family, on the grounds that one of them, Morgund, had a Celtic name.6


The de Glenesks may have been descended from a family by the name of Abbe, who are on record as disposing of lands in the early thirteenth century. John Abbe in 1204, with the consent of his son Morgund, granted the Abbots of Aberbrothoc the right to cut and burn charcoal in their wood of Edale.7 The Abbe family, in turn, may have taken its origin from the lay Abbots of the Celtic Monastery of Deer which, tradition says, was founded by St Drostan, who may have been a contemporary of Columba.8 The Breviary of Aberdeen contains a life of St Drostan in which it is written that he built a church in Glenesk: ‘ubi vitam eremiticam ducens in loco qui dicitur Glenu Eske ecclesiam construxit.’9 Another train of thought argues that Deer probably reflects the cult of the later Pictish Drostan, dating from the eighth century or later. Place-names allegedly commemorating the saint in Glenesk and the surrounding area include Drousty’s Well, which is to the west of the House of Mark, and St Drostan’s Well near Newdosk.10 Saint Drostan is reputed to have died in Glenesk and his body taken over the hills to be buried at Aberdour in Aberdeenshire.11


The Abbes and de Glenesks seem to have been lords of considerable influence as John of Glenesk was one of the signatories of the letter of the Community of Scotland to Edward I of England, assenting to the marriage of that monarch’s son, Prince Edward, to Princess Margaret, Maid of Norway, in 1289.12 Incidentally, the name ‘Glenesk’ survived as a surname, and there were still Glenesks living in Aberdeenshire in the twentieth century. In the cemetery of Lumphanan Parish Church, Lumphanan, there is a gravestone commemorating one John Glenesk, who died aged 92, at the ‘Firs’, Torphins, in 1936.


Another family mentioned in early records was that of Adzell, a name which survived in Angus until past the middle of the fifteenth century.13 There is no surviving evidence which indicates that they were lords of Edzell, whence their surname is taken, but the fact that John Adzell witnessed a charter in 1451, granting some lands to Alexander, son of the Earl of Crawford, suggests that they must have been of some standing in the district.14 The name Adzell is of doubtful origin. At the beginning of the thirteenth century the parish name is written as ‘Edale’ and ‘Adel’, names which Jervise believes signify ‘plain or meadow ground.’15 The Reverend David Inglis, in the New Statistical Account of Scotland in 1845, writes that Edzell, pronounced Aigle or Eagle, is supposed to be a Gaelic word which signifies ‘the cleft’ or ‘dividing the waters’.16 It has been suggested that Aigle or Eagle is a corruption of the Gaelic ‘Eaglais’, meaning ‘church’, perhaps in reference to that established by St Drostan in Glenesk.17 There are many ‘eccles’ (church) names throughout Scotland, and sometimes they took the form ‘Eigle’. One example is Falkirk, which is written as ‘Eiglebrec’ in its Gaelic form in the ‘Holyrood Liber’ in 1164.18 While none of these suggestions is without foundation, the etymology of the name remains uncertain. In contrast, there is little doubt that the name Esk, in Gaelic, ‘uisge’, ‘easg’, simply means ‘water’.19


The name ‘de Glenesk’ disappears from the records and they seem to have been replaced by the Stirlings or de Strivelyns as the next ruling family. It is not known how the Stirlings acquired Glenesk, but they held sway there until the middle of the fourteenth century when the lands passed, through marriage, to Alexander Lindsay. Lindsay was a descendant of Walter de Lindsay, an Anglo-Norman who came to Scotland around 1116.20 Alexander Lindsay, third son of Sir David Lindsay of Crawford, acquired Glenesk, Edzell and Lethnot, by marrying Katherine Stirling, daughter and co-heiress of Sir John de Stirling, in 1357. Local tradition records that a son of John de Stirling, known as Jackie Stirlin, was also heir to the estates but he was assassinated on the orders of Alexander Lindsay, who saw him as a threat to his own ambitions.21


Alexander Lindsay and Katherine Stirling had a son, Sir David Lindsay of Glenesk, who also succeeded to the title 7th Lord of Crawford, when the line of the Crawfords of Clydesdale failed without male issue.22 Sir David married a daughter of Robert II, a union which would fuel his descendants’ claim to be of royal blood. In 1390 this valiant knight successfully represented the chivalry of Scotland in a tournament at London Bridge on St George’s Day, and in 1398 he was created the first Earl of Crawford.23 Earl David and his father spent most of their lives in Angus, with Sir Alexander living in the Norman castle at Edzell and his son residing at Finavon Castle, now in Oathlaw parish.24 The first Earl is credited with building the castle at Finavon, which then became the principal residence of the Glenesk line of the Earls of Crawford.25 It was not until the beginning of the sixteenth century that the Lindsay lairds abandoned the ancient motte of their predecessors and built another castle a quarter of a mile to the north in a more sheltered position. While waiting for the new residence to be completed, it is believed that Dalbog was the principal messuage of the Lindsays in the early part of the sixteenth century. The new structure, known as the Stirling Tower, was traditionally thought to have been built by the Stirling family, but this is unlikely as the square keep dates from around 1500, over 140 years after the Lindsays had succeeded to the estate in 1357.26


By the mid fifteenth century, the Earls of Crawford had become one of the most powerful noble houses in Scotland and, as such, they were involved in many of the major political events of the period. This involvement in affairs of state meant that the impact of the outside world often had disastrous consequences for the Angus vassals of the Earls of Crawford. David Lindsay, 3rd Earl of Crawford, entered into a bond of association and friendship with the Earl of Douglas in a bid to overthrow the government.27 He was killed while trying to avert a battle at Arbroath in 1445–6, between his son Alexander, Master of Crawford, and Alexander Ogilvy of Inverquharity who had replaced the ousted master as chief justiciar of the Benedictine Abbey of Aberbrothoc.28 Enraged at the unchivalrous nature of the Earl’s death, the Lindsays attacked and slaughtered the Ogilvies. The dead Earl’s body lay unburied for four days as his family waited for an excommunication order to be lifted, which had been put upon him for attacking the lands of the Bishop of St Andrews one year earlier.29


Alexander Lindsay, who succeeded his father as 4th Earl of Crawford, was known alternately as ‘Earl Beardie’, because of his beard, and the ‘Tiger Earl’ because of his fierce temper.30 The fourth Earl immediately formed a new bond with the Earls of Douglas and Ross, probably the most powerful nobles in Scotland.31 These Earls were devising a plot, aimed at reducing the King’s status to that of a figurehead. They were determined to prevent James II from meddling in the localities, which the nobility regarded as their domain, and to stop him from making attacks on their landed inheritance.32 However, such ambitious and treasonable plans may have been considered as beyond the pale by the other Scottish magnates, who, in the main, were very loyal to the institution of the monarchy.


The bond came to an end with the murder of the Earl of Douglas by King James II at Stirling. Although the Black Douglasses marshalled their forces and sacked Stirling in revenge for the murdered Earl, and despite having some powerful allies, it was the King who took the initiative. Crawford was defeated at Brechin by a royalist force led by the Earl of Huntly. Meanwhile, the King held a parliament which cleared him of the murder of the Earl of Douglas and proceeded to raise a force which harried Douglas lands in the south.33 After the battle of Brechin, Crawford was put to the horn as a rebel and his lands were forfeited. Although defeated, the 4th Earl exacted his revenge on those Angus barons who had opposed or not supported him, by harrying and devastating their lands.34 Predictably, after suffering much destruction of lands and property at the hands of royalist forces, the Earl of Douglas submitted to the King, and Crawford, feeling deserted and realising that he was in no position to fight on alone, did likewise.35 He humbly submitted to the King and had his estates and titles restored.36


Alexander, 4th Earl of Crawford, died within six months of being accepted back into the King’s peace, and his son, David, succeeded to the estates and titles in 1453.37 Walter Lindsay of Beaufort, younger brother of the 4th Earl, was tutor and guardian of the 5th Earl during his minority. Because of his influence on the young Crawford, Lindsay of Beaufort was able to persuade the Earl to grant the mills and lands of Invereskandye and the lands of Edzell and Knocknay to him, in exchange for his own northern estates.38 The lands of Edzell now no longer formed part of the earldom of Crawford. Walter Lindsay’s son, David, succeeded to the Angus estates and was the first to style himself ‘of Edzell’, and he became the progenitor of the Lindsay Lairds of Edzell.39 On 15 August 1511, a Royal Charter, ‘erected Glenesk of new in a free and entire barony’, and in the same year, James IV presented these lands to Sir David Lindsay of Edzell. The Earl of Crawford as immediate tenant ratified the agreement with Sir David. Although the boundaries have altered, since that time the Laird of Edzell has also been Laird of Glenesk.


David of Edzell’s eldest son, Walter, was killed at Flodden, leaving four children, the oldest of whom would be the new heir to the estates. However, David Lindsay of Edzell re-married and attempted to alter the succession, so that the estates would go to his oldest son from his second marriage, effectively by-passing the legitimate heir.40 James V intervened in the matter, forcing Edzell to re-convey the estates and titles back to the rightful heir, thus preventing a serious miscarriage of justice.41


Walter Lindsay’s son, David, succeeded as the next laird of Edzell. Moreover, he also succeeded to the title of 9th Earl of Crawford, when his cousin, the 8th Earl, disinherited his son and heir, Alexander, known also as the ‘Wicked Master’. Alexander Lindsay, time and again, terrorised and extorted illegal payments from the inhabitants of Glenesk and Edzell, ravaged the surrounding countryside, and even imprisoned his own father, the 8th Earl, in the dungeon of his castle of Finavon.42 Tried for his crimes at a Justice Ayre held in Dundee and presided over by the King, the Wicked Master had to forfeit his succession of his own free will as punishment for his wrongdoings.43 He met his end one year later, ‘Stickit by ane souter of Dundee’.44 The 8th Earl presented David Lindsay of Edzell to James V as his rightful heir, and the King executed a special charter of entail in 1541, whereby the whole Earldom was conveyed to David Lindsay. In 1546, Lindsay of Edzell, the 9th Earl of Crawford, restored the earldom to the son of the Wicked Master as the rightful heir, while his own son from his second marriage succeeded to the estates and baronies of Edzell and Glenesk.45


Edzell Castle had by now become the principal residence of the Lindsay Lairds of Glenesk.46 David Lindsay, 9th Earl of Crawford, was responsible for much of the expansion work done on the castle, with the building of the castle hall being accredited to him.47 His son David, who later became Lord Edzell from his appointment as a Lord of Session, was even more ambitious. A Privy Councillor, well-travelled and a man of culture, he was caught up in the spirit of the renaissance, as his many projects demonstrate. He completed the building work on Edzell that had been started by his father. It was he who added the Pleasance and the garden wall, the latter being considered one of the most outstanding examples of architectural decoration and renaissance art in Scotland.48 There are sculptured panels on three sides of the garden wall. The panels consist on the south side of the Liberal Arts, on the east side of the Planetary Deities, and on the west side of the Cardinal Virtues. All are thought to be copies of engravings by the Nuremberg ‘Kleinmeister’, whose work is identified by his signature, ‘Meister I.B’.49 The castle of Edzell was described by Ochterlony in 1684–5: ‘It is ane excellent dwelling, a great house, delicate gardens with walls, sumptuously built of hewn stone polished, with pictures and coats of arms in the walls, with a fyne summerhouse, with a house for a bath on the south corners thereof, far exceeding any new work of their tymes, excellent kitchen garden and orchards; new park with fallow deer; it has ane excellent court, so large and level that they used to play at football there’.50
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