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life, he was timorous and chary of being alone 
in the dark. And wherever he might he dur-
ing the day, and however he might be occupied, 
he always contrived and endeavoùred to be 
ho ma a t his own fireside before night-fall. 

Sir Thomas Urquhart. 
There was read the following paper on Sir 

Thomas Urquhar t of Cromarty by Mr Wm 
Barclay, Banff:— 
Sir Thomas Urquhart was a man of enormous 
learning, vast industry, unbounded family pride 
and the translator of a version of a French 
author tha t is still regarded as an English 
classic. Says one authority of national Stand-
ing—"his birth year is uncertain, but it is 
guessed at 1605, and his birthplace was the old 
mansion house of Cromarty." The former 
statement is erroneous, the accuracy of the 
lat ter is doubtful. Some other authorities, 
more careful, state bluntly that the year of 
his birth and the place of his birth are un-
known. His most recent and painstaking bio-
grapher, Rev. Dr Willcock of Lerwick, shows 
that he was born in 1611. His birthplace is 
certainly unknown. I t may have been the old 
castle of Cromarty, long since disappeared; 
but it may have been at another of the manor-
houses owned by his father, in Banff, or at 
Fisherie, in the vicinity of Banff. The family 
mansion-house a t Fisherie stood a few yards 
to the south-west of the present farm-house of 
Mains of Fisherie; it was taken down about a 
century ago, but for long the site of the house 
and garden was marked by some old trees. 
The house in Banff was used in the main as a 
winter residence. I t was a fortalice-tower, with 
gardens, orchards, dove-cots, &c., situated in" 
tha t south part of the town which afterwards 
came into the possession of the family of the 
Earl of Airlie. The boundaries of the property 
are thus described—"The common vennel at the 
north, the loch called the Saltlochs a t the 
east, the lands called Little Guishauch a t the 
south, and the road to Overak at the west. 
Shortly before its demolition, it was the head-
quarters of the Duke of Cumberland's army on 
its passage to Culloden. The family had other 
interests in the town, for we find Sir Thomas's Ban
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father intimating that the kirk-session of 
Banff had given him license "to erect ane desk 
and loft in the kirk of Banff (seeing he is both 
a parochiner and resident within the said toun) 
for his accommodatione." The old church in 
which Sir Thomas had a "desk" or pew and a 
"loft" or small gallery is represented now by 
the ruins in the old churchyard of Banff. 
Wherever Sir Thomas may have been born, Mr 
Willcock regards it as probable tha t the fu ture 
translator of Rabelais laid the foundation of 
the extraordinary erudition by which in af ter 
years he was distinguished a t the grammar 
school at Banff. He may be regarded as, in 
some respects, the most learned scholar ever 
produced a t the burgh school. At the age of 
eleven he entered the University of Aberdeen, 
but there is nothing in the records of King's 
College to show how many years he spent 
there; of the town itself he afterwards wrote 
that "For honesty, good fashions, and learning, 
Aberdeen surpasseth as fa r all other cities and 
towns in Scotland, as London doth for great-
ness, wealth, and magnificence, the smallest 
hamlet or village in England." 

On leaving Aberdeen, Sir Thomas spent some 
time in foreign travel. How he deported him-
self abroad is to some extent known. He 
fought duels for the maintenance of the honour 
and credit of his native land, illustrating in 
a practical way the old French proverb 'F ie r 
comme un Ecossais." But he devoted some 
time also to the fascinating occupation of book-
hunting, and he had great pleasure in the 
spoils he had won. When they were set in 
order on shelves in the library of the castle of 
Cromarty he looked on them with the joy tha t 
only the book-collector knows. "They were," 
he says, "like to a compleat nosegay of 
flowers, which, in my travels, I had gathered 
out of the gardens of above sixteen several 
kingdoms." The young Scot came home to find 
the country engaged in keen ecclesiastical and 
political controversy. Young Urquhart , like his 
father, became a devoted Royalist, and soon 
we find him associated with other northern 
Royalist lairds in an at tempt to take the 
castle of Towie-Barclay in Auchterless. The 
lairds of Delgaty and Towie-Barclay had plun-
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dered the house of Balquholly, now Hatton 
Castle, occupied by Sir Thomas, and had car-

ried off a large supply of "muskets, guns, and 
carabines." Sir Thomas was not the man to 
submit quietly to an outrage of the kind; and. 
doubtless, to his desire for vengeance was 
added a. strong wish to get possession of the 
fire-arms, now that there was a good cause to 
be defended, and brave men to use the weapons. 
They had intended to surprise the castle,, 
but Lord Fraser and the eldest son of- Lord 
Forbes had manned it so effectually that the 
idea of storming it was out of the question— 
a few shots were exchanged, and then the at-
tacking party rode away, the single casualty 
being the death of David Prott, a servant of 
the laird of Gight, one of Urquhart's friends. 
This little engagement in 1639 is at the same 
time historic, for, says Spalding, "this was 
the first time that blood was drawn here since 
the beginning of the Covenant." Four 
days later there was to be a some-
what more serious encounter between 
the two forces. The Covenanters of the 
north had decided to assemble in force, and 
fixed upon Turriff as their headquarters. The 
Royalists drew to a head at Strathbogie, and 
took measures to disperse their opponents. 
The Covenanting party was about twelve hun-
dred strong, and the Royalists about eight 
hundred, but the latter had four brass can-
non, which very materially strengthened them 
as an attacking force. They were under the 
leadership of skilful officers, among whom 
Arthur Forbes, of Blacktown, in King-Edward, 
is specially mentioned. Sir Thomas himself 
informs us that, "having obtained, though 
with a great deal of pain, a fifteen hundredth 
[hundred] subscriptions to a bond conceived 
and drawn up in opposition of the vulgar 
[popular! Covenant, he selected from amongst 
them so many as he thought fittest for hold-
ing hand to [taking in hand] the dissolving 
of their committees and unlawful meetings. 
About ten o'clock on the night of Monday the 
13th of May, they started for Turriff, march-
ing in a "very quiet and sober manner, and 
by daybreak managed to steal upon the vil-
lage by an unguarded path. The sound of 
trumpets and of drums aroused the unsus-
pecting Covenanters to the fact that they had 
been fairly surprised. "Some were sleeping, 
others drinking and smoaking tobacco, others 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



36 

walking up and down." A few volleys of 
musketry and a ifew shots discharged from 
the cannon served to disperse them, and the 
village was taken possession of by the at-
tacking force. I t was but a slight skirmish, 
in which three men were killed, two of the 
Covenanters, and one of the Royalists; but 
it was the first of the battles in the great 
Civil War, which raged for so many years, 
and deluged with blood so many f ru i t fu l 
plains of our country. On this account "the 
Trot of Turriff," as it was called, should not 
be forgotten. After this victory, the Royalists 
being masters of the village, the common sol-
diers, who were hungry af ter their night 's 
march, plundered the houses of those they 
thought were Covenanters, and supplied 
themselves with meat and drink. They ga-
thered as many of the inhabitants of Turriff 
together as they could find, and made them 
accept and subscribe the King's Covenant. 
This device for securing adherents was, how-
ever, ineffectual, for, a few weeks later, those 
who had sworn to the King's Covenant, on a 
declaration tha t tbey had acted under com-
pulsion, were solemnly absolved by their min-
ister from all obligation to keep it. Of this 
minister of Turriff, toy the way, some few 

things are known. You may see a stone to 
his memory in the old kirkyard of Turriff. 
He was Thomas Mitchell by name. At the be-
ginning of the civil wars, he was an Episcopa-
lian and Royalist, and in t h a t capacity wrote 
a volume of sermons and elegies on the death 
of Bishop Patrick Forbes, from which one of 
his successors in the pulpit of Turriff has 
sought to preserve these lines as an example 
of his poetical powers: 

"Some for their David dool'd, some for their 
temple grat , 

Some for Josias shouted, in the valley of 
Josaphat ." 

Soon af ter perpetrat ing poetry of the kind. 
Mitchell became a zealous Covenanter, and a t 
the "Trot of Turriff," of which we have just 
spoken, Spalding records how the loyalist 
barons, af ter dispersing the Committee of the 
Tables there assembled, came back to Turriff, 
took meat and drink a t their pleasure, "and 
fears Mr Thomas Mitchell, minister of Turriff 
very evill," while the Narrat ive of Gordon the 
Parson of Rothiemay tells us how the min-
ister, disguised in a woman's habit , lurked in 
the ceiling of the church "whilst the soul-
diours wer discharging volleyes of shotte 
within the churche and peircing the syling 
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with ther bulletts in severall places." But 
the minister, through his disguise as a wo-
man, lived to fight another day, for Spalding 
relates how in 1642 the said Thomas was ac-
cused before the provincial assembly of Aber-
deen of a heinous offence against religion 
and morality, although, on the other hand, 
the sequel is satisfactory in that a com-
mittee of thirteen ministers and eight ruling 
elders appointed to take cognisance of the 
mat ter found af ter investigation tha t "Mr 
Mitchell was absolvit from this scandall, and 
found a good barne." He was succeeded in 
the kirk of Turriff by his son Arthur, who 
had accompanied his father to the ceiling of 
the church and had undergone the danger of 
the fusil lade of bullets, and in whose min-
istry there was carried through the disjunc-
tion of Monquhitter from Turriff. So much, 
for the minister of Turriff who suffered evil 
at the hands of the Royalist troops. 

The "Trot of Turriff" took place in 1639, and 
Urquhart was rewarded for his services a t it 
by being knighted in 1641 by the King's own 
hand a t Whitehall. In 1642, his father died, 
leaving a heavily encumbered estate. "All he 
bequeathed to me," he wrote, "his eldest son, 
in matter of worldly means was twelve or thir-
teen thousand pounds sterling in debt, fi.ve 
brethren all men, and two sisters almost mar-
iagable, to provide for." As a matter of fact 
all his later life was disturbed not only by poli 
tical, but by pecuniary difficulties as well, and 
a t Cromarty the proud-hearted chieftain had 
the mortification of seeing his farms devasta-
ted, his tenants maltreated, his beloved library 
thrown to the winds, a garrison placed in his 
house, and troops of horse quartered upon his 
lands. I t was the finding indeed of Parliamen-
tary Commissioners that before 1650 the dam-
age inflicted upon the Urquhart property 
amounted to £20,303 Sc.,. and during 1651-52 to 
£39,203 Sc., or about £5000 stg. Urquhart 's 
championship of the Royalist cause cost him 
dearly. 

After the exeoution of Charles I., Sir Thomas 
was second in command of the force of nor-
thern Cavaliers who captured Inverness, and 
seized the customs and excise of the six nor-
thern counties. He was proclaimed a rebel 
and traitor at the Cross of Edinburgh, 
but that does not seem to have done 
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him much harm. When Charles II . landed at 
Speymouth, Sir Thomas for the third time 
took up arms on behalf of the Stuarts. At 
the battle of Worcester he was taken pri-
soner, but in his own estimation the greatest 
of the misfortunes tha t then befel him was 
the loss of some precious manuscripts, "seven 
large portmantles full of precious commo-
dity," he describes them. One treatise hastily 
seized "by a file of musquettiers to afford 
smoak to their pipes of tobacco" was rescued 
by a friendly officer, and a few other bundles 
of the papers were picked up in the streets 
of. Worcester and brought back to him, and 
in due time found their way to the printer. 
On his arrest he was confined in the Tower 
of London, later a t Windsor Castle, and in 
course, by the orders of Cromwell, was liber-
ated on parole. Some of his l i terary works 
appeared a t this period. Of the closing years 
of his life the record is obscure. But in the 
Edinburgh edition of his Tracts we read tha t 
"he was confined for several years in the 
Tower of London; from whence he made his 
escape, and went beyond seas, where he died 
suddenly in a fit of excessive laughter, on be-
ing informed by his servant t h a t the King 
was restored." Through his support of the 
Stuarts he lost his all, and those who write 
of him, while taking note of his idiosyncra-
sies, speak of his devotion to the Royalist 
cause as of the purest and most heroic char-
acter. 

Sir Thomas was an author of the most ex-
traordinary type. His t ruly vast and certainly 
curious learning is evident in everything that 
he wrote He has many phrases of quaint 
felicity and many passages of great power, 
and he shows what is perhaps a unique ac-
quaintance with strange and uncouth English 
words. As a n example of his style and as show-
ing the rapidity with which he sometimes 
worked, there may be taken the following from 
his Works, in which he describes how he wrote 
The Jewel— 

"Laying aside all other businesses," he 
says, "and cooping myself up daily for 
several hours together, betwixt the case and 
the printing press, I usually afforded the 
setter copy a t the ra te of above a whole 
printed sheet in tlhe day; w(hich. although 
by reason of the smallness of a Pica letter, 
and close couching thereof, i t did 
amount to three ful l sheets of my wri t ing ; 
the aforesaid setter, nevertheless (so nimble 
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a workman he was), would in the space of 
twenty-four hours make dispatch of the 
whole, and be ready for another sheet. He 
and I .striving thus who should compose 
fastest, (he witih his hand, and I with my 
brain; and his uncasing of tlhe letters, and 
placing them in the composing instrument, 
standing for my conception; .and his plen-
ishing of the gaily, .and imposing of the 
form, encountering with the supposed equi-
value of my writing, we would almost every 
foot or so jump .together in this joynt ex-
pedition, and so neerly overtake other in our 
intended course, that I was oftentimes (to 
keep him doing), glad to tear off parcels 
of ten or twelve lines apeece, and give him 
them, till more were ready; unto which he 
would so .suddenly put an order, tha t al-
most still, before the ink of the written 
letters was dry, their representatives were 
(out of their respective boxes), ranked in 
the composing-stick; by means of which 
great lhaste, I writing hut upon the loose 
sheets of cording-quires, which, as I minced 
and tore them, looking like pieces of waste 
paper, troublesome to get rallyed, after such 
dispersive scatteredness, I had .not the leis-
ure to read what I had written, till it came 
to a proof, and sometimes to a full revise. 
So that 'by vertue of this unanimous con-
test, and joint emulation betwixt the theo-
retick and practical part , which of us should 
overhye other in celerity, we in the space of 
fourteen working daies compleated this 
whole book (such as it is), from the first 
notion of tihe brain to the last motion of 
the press; .and that without any other help 
on my side, either of quick or dead, (for 
books I had none, nor possibly would I have 
made use of any, although I could have 
commanded them), than what, (by the fa-
vour of God), my own judgment and fancy 
did suggest unto me." 

When Sir Thomas went to London an 1641 to 
be knighted, he took occasion of the visit to 
see through the press his first work, ' Epi-
grams : Divine and Moral." They are re-
garded by most of those people who have 
read them as pointless. An epigram which 
one critic Regards as his best an this kind ot 
composition is the following:— 

Take man from woman, all tha t she can 
show , 

Of her own proper, is nought else but wo. 
Four years later he produced a tract called 

Trissotetras, a treatise on logarithms, ad-
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justed to a kind of memoria technica, like 
that of the scholastic logic, i t has been said 
of it that "no one is known to nave read it 
or to nave been able to read it." Mr Wallace, 
Professor ofMathematics in Edinburgh uni-
versity, wrote of it in 1854 tha t "the book is 
not absolute nonsense, but is written in a 
most unintelligible way, and so as never book 
was written before or since. On this account 
it is truly a li terary curiosity." Sir Thomas 
published in rapid succession during 1652 and 

1653 a series of t racts with quaint titles and 
quainter contents. "Pantochronochanon" re-
presents to be a genealogy of the House of 
Urquhart up to Adam, with the names extem-
porised for the earlier ages in a kind of gib-
berish, which seems to be af ter the pattern 
of the giants and heathens in the "Amadis.'" 
In its title it was represented to be "the t rue 
Pedigree and Lineal descent of the most an-
cient and .honourable name of the Vrqvharts, 
in the house of Cromartie, since the Creation 
of the world, until this present yeer of God, 
1652." The line runs through the Sethite 
branch of the human race, and among the 
sons of Noah, it passes through Japhet . To 
one of his ancestors fell the inheritance of 
"all the regions of Europe," and another was 
"a most intimate fr iend of Nimrod, the 
mighty hunter and builder of Babel." The 
name Urquhart, it is declared, came into use 
in B.C. 2139, when the family had been in ex-
istence for over eighteen hundred years; one 
of them, Phrenedon Urquhart "was in the 
house of the Patr iarch Abraham at the time 
of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah," 
and another "was tha t daughter of Pharaoh 
Amenophis which found Moses among the bul-
rushes, and brought him up as if he had 
been her own cliilde." And so on the gene-
alogy goes until the birth of Sir Thomas him-
self. "Ecskubalauron," supposed to be a 
treatise on the virtues of a jewel found in 
the streets of Worcester, is in reality ra ther 
an elaborate treatise on the virtues of the 
Scottish character, as shown in the Admirable 
Crichton and others. Finally, "Logopandec-
teision" handles the subject of a universal 
language. These original works of Sir 
Thomas's, as fa r as intrinsic l i terary merits 
go, are not of much account, but they show 
perhaps better than anything else tha t sin-
gular mixture of patriotism, generosity, 
shrewdness, humour, with prejudice, almost 
insane family pride, crotchet, pedantry, and 
apparent insensibility to some kinds of the 
ridiculous, which then was, popularly, the 
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characteristic of a certain part of the Scot-
tish nation, and which furnished Sir Walter 
Scott with some of his matchless studies and 
touches. 

The Translation of Rabelais, which Sir 
Thomas produced in 1653, is a very different 
work from the literary point of view, en-
tering into and reproducing the author's 
spirit with wonderful success, and, though by 
no means technically faithful, far excelling 
in value all merely faithful versions. His 
rendering is indeed an English classic and 
has been repeatedly reprinted. Tytler has 
said of it tha t "Urquhart and Rabelais ap-
pear, in many points, to have, been congenial 
spirits, and the translator seems to have been 
born for his author," and a later critic, Sir 
Theodore Martin, of our own day, speaking 
in praise of Sir Thomas's task, says that 
"there have perhaps been few men besides 
himself that could have brought to it the 
world of omnigenous knowledge which it re-
quired." He was certainly the first to intro-
duce to English readers in fitting guise the 
works of the greatest of French humorists 
and one of the few great humorists of the 
world—and if in seeking a definition of hum-
our we say that it consists in the extension 
of a wide sympathy to all human affairs, to-
gether with a comprehension of their vanity, 
probably tha t may be said as safely as any-
thing else. If Rabelais be a writer againBt 
whom our daughters of the twentieth century 
might possibly warn their mothers, he is at 
all events to be placed among the few great 
writers of the world, not far, indeed, Irom 
Shakespeare and Dante: his work is a mirror 
of the 16th century in Prance, reflecting at 
once its comeliness and uncomeliness, its high 
aspirations, its voluptuous appetites, its poli-
tical and religious dissensions, its keen criti-
cism, its gleams of poetry, and no less its 
ferocity of manners. Of the work of this 
writer of extraordinary powers, Urquhart 
produced a translation that has been for cen-
turies an English standard, and of which, 
since its first publication, about a score ot 
editions have been issued, no small tribute to 
the learning of the young Scots lad tne 
foundation of which had been laid while he 
sat a t a desk in the Grammar School of 
Banff. He lives in literature after the inter-
vening centuries have gone as one of tne 
most original and raciest translators from 
any foreign language into English the coun-
try has ever seen. His original works, with 
such scanty particulars of his life as are 
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known, and with reproductions of two ori-
ginal and curious frontispieces, which repre-
sent him as a handsome and dandified wearer 
of full Cavalier costume, were published in 
a stately quarto volume by the Maitland 
Club, Edinburgh, in 1834. One critic goes as 
far as to say tha t his translation of Rabe-
lais is probably the most brilliant feat of the 
kind ever accomplished. 

The Urquharts, of which Sir Thomas is the 
outstanding individual, a family of great an-
tiquity, were hereditary sheriffs of Cromartie. 
In the 13th century the family of Mouat (then 
de Monte Alto) were in possession of Cro-
martie, but early in the following century 
the estate had accrued to King Robert the 
Bruce. The King granted it to Sir Hugh 
ROSS, eldest son of William, Earl of Ross, in 
1315, and by him it was afterwards, in the 
reign of King David Bruce, given to an Adam 
of Urquhart, with whose descendants it re-
mained for many generations. In 1365 the 
same Hugh Ross gave him the estate of 
Fisherie in King-Edward, and the family was 
then brought into relations with Banff and 
the district around. In the old churchyard of 
King-Edward, in the Craigston aisle, a stone 
in which marks it out as "the family bury-
ing ground of Urquhar t of Craigston and 
Byth." are a number of interesting monu-
ments to the memory of John Urquhart , 
known as the Tutor of Cromartie, and other 
members of the family. This "Tutor of Cro-
martie," otherwise John Urquhar t of Craig-
fintray, the old name of Craigston, 
was described by his more famous 
great-grand nephew, of whom we have just 
been reading, as "over all Britain renowned 
for his deep reach of na tu ra l wit, and great 
dexterity in acquiring of many lands and 
great possessions, with all men's applause"; 
he died in 1631, in the 84th year of his age, 
and his dust lies in his own aisle in the 
ruins of the old church of King-Ed-
ward. I t was this John Urquhar t who 
built Craigston Castle, and he also 
erected a gateway here for his private 

use, which now forms the only entrance to the 
churchyard; above the arch appear the date 
1621, the motto "I hope," and the initials I.V. 
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—E.S.—John Urquhart and Elizabeth Seaton 
of Meldrum, his wife. Par t of the congrega-
tional property of the parish church of King-
Edward consists of handsome silver Com-
munion cups which bear an inscription to 
the effect tha t they were the joint gift of Dr 
William Guild, the then incumbent of the 
parish, and later, Principal, for eleven years, 
of King's College, Aberdeen; Sir Thomas Ur-
quhart, father of the subject of this paper; 
and John Urquhart of Craigfintray. The pro-
perty of Craigston is still in the possession 
of the descendants of John Urquhart, the 
Pollard Urquharts, one of whom, William 
Pollard of Castle Pollard, Co. Westmeath, in 
1846, married the heiress of Craigston, and 
assumed the additional name of Urquhart . 
The late Mrs Duff of Hatton, and her gallant 
soldier brother, the late Major Urquhart of 
Meldrum and Byth, who fell at the Atbara 
in Kitchener's conquering march for the de-
struction of Mahdism in the Sudan, were the 
last surviving persons lineally descended from 
John Urquhart by direct male succession. 

The writers of the papers received the cor-
dial thanks of the meeting for their produc-
tions. 
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