
T r a n s a c t i o n s 

OF THE 

B A N F F S H I R E FIELD CLUB. 

THE 
STRATHMARTINE 

TRUST 

The support of The Strathmartine Trust toward 
this publication is gratefully acknowledged. 

www.banffshirefieldclub.org.uk 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club

http://www.banffshirefieldclub.org.uk


49 

TUESDAY, APRIL 11, 1933. 

A meeting of the Club was held this evening 
when Mr "W. Smith presided in the absence of 
the president. An interesting and much ap-
preciated paper on "The famine years in t i e 
North Eas t" was read by Rev. Dr M'Pherson, 
the Manse, Forglen, who a t the close was 
warmly thanked on the call of Dr G. S. 
M'Pherson. The paper was a s follows— 
THE FAMINE YEARS IN THE NORTH EAST. 

To have any t rue appreciation of what is 
meant by the dearths, scarcities or famines 
of which we read in the civil and ecclesiastical 
records, we must realise what in normal years 
was the food of the common people. Their 
diet was simple and the product of the soil. 
Down to the middle of the 18th century, and 
in most par t s to the close of t ha t era, the 
food of tihe labouring classes consisted of por-
ridge made of oatmeal for breakfast, with 
milk or beer. For dinner, there was sowens 
made of the sids of the oatmeal, also accom-
panied with milk or beer; and for supper, 
there was kale or cabbage boiled with oat-
meal or, in many places, the evening meal was 
brose. Instead, therefore, of asking a man if 
he h a d had his breakfast or dinner, the usual 
question was—have you got your pottage?, 
i.e. breakfas t ; or, have you got your sowens?. 
i.e. dinner; or, have you got your brose?, 
i.e. supper. At al l the meals, they used bread 
of oatmeal, or what was called household 
meal, a mixture of barley, rye and pease. On 
Sundays, there was usually barley broth, with 
some meat in it. In par ts in the neighbour-
hood of the sea, fish usually formed a con-
st i tuent of the dietary. By the close of the 
18th century, turnips and potatoes had come 
into general use. 

When the ground ceased to yield her in-
crease, when through unfavourable seasons the 
crops never came to maturi ty, then one. re-
alises the tragedy to a people so dependent 
upon the regular recurrence of seed-time and 
harvest . There a r e traces of early years of 
dearth, such as 1578 and 1687. In the la t te r 
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year the Synod of Aberdeen appointed a day 
of humiliation on account of the very bad 
season, "great deluges of rain, and constant 
mists and fogs which have continued since the 
harvest began, whereby the corn which (for 
the most pa r t in many places) a re yet in the 
fields and those which a r e in the yards are in 
hazard of being destroyed by rot t ing and 
heating." 

But a year of t h a t na ture has occurred 
often. The danger to the health of the com-
munity, one might say t o its existence, has 
only arisen when there has been a succession 
of years in which the harvests have been fail-
ures. 

I begin, therefore, with a terrible famine 
which caused hunger and death, in which, 
over a period of eight years, there was only 
one good harvest. From 1693 to 1700 was the 
most disastrous period in the story of the 
North East, of "which we have any record. 
Only in the year 1699 was there any recom-
pense for the labour of the husbandman. 
Everywhere, t h a t was a year of thanksgiving. 
In Rothiemay in 1699, Thanksgiving sermon to 
be had for ye pleasant and f ru i t fu l l harvest. 

Clat t , 26th Nov. 1699, National Thanksgiving to 
God for the generous harves t int imated. 

Some places indeed escaped the t ragedy of 
the bad years. The earlier par t s of Buchan 
along t!he coast and the earl ier districts of 
Moray produced a sufficiency of g ra in for seed 
and bread. Indeed, it is said t h a t people came 
from the county of Angus t o Morayshire to 
buy oatmeal a t the r a t e of £1 10s per boll, to 
be carried across the Grampians, a distance 
of about 100 miles. But the North East as a 
whole, like the rest of the country, was re-
duced to destitution and misery by a succes-
sion of bad harvests which yielded corn fit 
neither for seed nor for nourishing food. In 
the uplands par t icular ly , s tarvat ion stared 
the peasantry in the face. Multitudes died of 
hunger. These years were spoken of as "the 
ill years" and " the h u n g r y years ." Ardent 
Jacobites referred to them as "King William 
years." 

In November and December and even in 
J a n u a r y and February, efforts were made t o 
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shear the green, withered grain which, when 
converted into meal, yielded no sustenance 
and brought on disease and death. Year after 
year the same heart-breaking experience was 
faced. There was an appalling mortality of 
man and beast. In Aberdour in 1698 £3 13s 8d 
was distributed to 8 poor bed-rid people in the 
parish who are in g rea t s t ra i ts by reason of 
the great dearth and famine in the land. 

At, Aberdour, 1699, the minister returned 2nd 
April when distributions as followeth, the poor 
increasing daily through the great famine, 17 
persons receive 4s each. To William White for 
burying 15 poor stranger people 15s. Here we 
have evidence of the great mortality, particu-
larly amongst those driven from their homes 
by hunger. There is similar testimony in re-
gard to Donside, where, too, the Kirk Sessions 
were unable to provide coffins for the dead. 
"In the beginning of the century," says the 
writer of the Statistical Account of Keithhall 
and Kinkell, "many died of want, in particu-
lar 10 Highlanders in a neighbouring parish, 
t ha t of Kemnay, so tha t the session got a bier 
made to car ry thein to the grave, not being 
able to afford coffins for such a number." 

Even the favoured Moray Firth coast had 
its record of deaths by famine. At Cullen, l0th 
July 1699, Given to the bedall for burying 
several poor who dyed through famine, and 
were brought dead into the churchyard, 16s. 

Cullen, 7th Aug. Given to Geo. Steinsone, 
officer, for burying some poor objects who 
dyed through scarcity, 6s. 

Friends or relatives brought them to the 
churchyard, but were unable to do more. 
They were buried, coffinless, a t the expense of 
the pariah. 

A graphic picture of the desolation wrought 
in the countryside by these years of dearth is 
given by the minister of Monquhitter (writ-
ing c. 1792). "One Thomson, wadsetter of flair-
moss, driven from his home by want, was 
found dead near the shore with a piece of 
raw flesh in his mouth. Of 16 families that re-
sided on the fa rm of Littertie, 13 were ex-
tinguished. On the estate of Greens, which 
presently accommodates 169 individuals, 3 
families (the proprietor included) only sur-
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vived. The extensive f a r m s of Touchar 
Greeness, Overhill and Burnside of Idoch, now 
containing more than 100 souls, together with 
some f a rms in the par i sh of Turriff , being en-
tirely desolated, were converted into a sheep 
walk by the Errol family, to whom they be-
longed. The inhabi tan ts of the par ish in gen-
eral were diminished by death to one-half or,, 
as some affirm, to one-fourth of t he preceding-
number. When the means of saving the living 
and burying the dead began to fai l , na tu ra l 
affection was in g rea t measure suspended. A 
fellow, George Allan, having carried his de-
ceased fa the r upon his back half way from his 
home to the churchyard threw down the 
corpse a t the door of a f a r m e r with these 
words: " I can ca r ry my f a t h e r no fa r ther . 
For God's sake bu ry his body, bu t if you 
chuse no t to take t h a t trouble, you. m a y place 
it, if you please, in t he dyke of your kail yard, 
as a guard aga ins t t he sheep." 

Until the year 1709, many f a r m s in the 
parish of Monquhit ter l ay waste. Then the 
heri tors enticed some subs tant ia l men to settle. 
In the higher par t s of Morayshire there was 
food neither for m a n nor beast. Cattle and 
sheep died off in g rea t numbers. The practice 
of agr icul ture was wholly abandoned. People 
resorted to the one green spot i n the country-
side, the churchyard, to pull a mass of nettles. 
Frequently there was a, s t ruggle t o secure 
these first spr ing greens which, boiled with-
out meal or salt , were greedily devoured. 

The problem of bury ing the dead had to be 
faced in town as well as in country. The 
magis t ra tes of Elgin established a police for 
burying each morning the bodies of those who 
had succumbed dur ing the night . The min-
ister of Monquhitter revealed the difficulties 
in a count ry par ish . I n 1699 the elders of 
Drumoak complained t h a t the general i ty of the 
people h a d become so unchr is t ian and "un-
human" t h a t they would not so much as help 
t o the churchyard with the dead bodies of the 
poor who were dai ly dying before them, even 
when they were invited t o do so, "which scan-
dall and unchr is t iani t ie the Minister did 
sharply reprehend f rom Pulpit , holding out 
the danger of pestilence (which God in his 
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mercy prevent!) and warning tha t hereafter 
those refusing to at tend a buriall when in-
vited should not only be lyable to church cen-
sure bu t punishment before the Civill magis-
t ra tes ." This quotation from the kirk session 
records shows t h a t Wodrow did not exaggerate 
when describing the tragedy of these years 
he said "deaths and burials were so common 
t h a t the living were wearied with burying the 
dead . . . many got neither coffin nor wind-
ing sheet I was evidently informed 
t h a t in the North two sisters, on a Monday 
morning, were found carrying the corpse of 
their brother in a barrow with bearing ropes, 
resting themselves many times, and none 
offering to help." 

Numbers, feeling the approach of death, 
crawled to the churchyard for the purpose of 
ensuring their interment. A maiden lady in 
Garmouth provided shrouds for such as died 
a t her door. Knowing this, the dying came 
from f a r and near to secure this boon and en-
sure for themselves decent burial. 

This famine left its mark in many ways 
upon the national life. I t was responsible 
lor an enormous increase in the number of 
vagran t beggars. I t was a t this period tha t 
Fletcher of Saltoun made his well-known com-
putat ion of two hundred thousand vagrants 
"begging from door to door, half of these be-
longing to the wild, brutalised, savage race of 
nomads, the other half families whom poverty 
.and famine had driven to want, while thou-
sands of our people a re a t this day dying for 
want of food." 

Multitudes driven from their homes by the 
horror of starvation added to the number of 
beggars, sorners and pykers. The minister of 
Kirkhill in his account of his parish says: 
"I am informed by a man in this parish tha t 
his fa ther told him tha t during the scarcity 
mentioned [in King William's reign], four 
families inhabiting a place called Clunes in 
Kiltarl i ty parish, on the border of this parish, 
subsisted for two years on the herbs they 
could collect in summer, and gathered the 
seeds of the wild mustard with which their 
fields abounded, and ground it into meal, so 
as to afford them a scanty subsistence in 
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winter. But the thi rd crop fail ing, they could 
subsist no longer. Accordingly, they deserted 
their habi tat ions in one body, and came down 
to the plain below where they set up a la-
mentable howling: and having wept till they 
had no fu r the r power, they dispersed them-
selves to beg or serve, as they should find a 
reception, the wife separat ing from the hus-
band, the mother from the children." 

There is no doubt tha t in this famine-
period we have the origin of multi tudes who 
left their hillside holdings and descended as 
beggars upon the more ferti le plains. In the 
18th century, the kirk sessions a re waging 
constant warfare against " the sturdy beg-
gars," "extraneous beggars," who sought alms 
and in case of refusal threatened the lieges. 
The minister of Clatt testified tha t the place 
was exceedingly pestered with beggars and 
vagrants from the Highlands and more north-
ern districts, as well as with sorners and sup-
plicants f rom the South, many of whom were 
g rea t impostors. 

In the neighbouring parish of Leslie, there 
were numbers of vagran ts from other places 
strolling about and extorting alms from the 
inhabi tants and often pilfering whatever they 
could lay their hands on. 
The effect of the awful penury upon the 

Church was seen in two ways. On the one 
hand, it diminished the resources a t its dis-
posal. The weekly collections for the poor, 
meagre enough at all times, were now greatly 
reduced. On the other hand, the famine added 
enormously to the number of those in need of 
the Church's bounty. What wonder tha t the 
Box for the first t ime became empty! 

At Rothiemay, in December 1698, the minister 
did In t imate f rom pulpit y t ther was no col-
lections in the box to be distributed to ye poor 
they being already given out and y t yr was 
no mortifications given in to the box for this 
year. 

The Kirk Sessions therefore in some parishes, 
for the first time, authorised the deserving 
poor, who were able to walk, to go through 
the parish weekly and solicit alms. In 1672, 
an Act of Par l i ament had been passed author-

ising the Church, when the contributions fo r 
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the poor were insufficient, to issue badges or 
tickets to deserving paupers. The badges were 
made of lead or brass or copper and in more 
recent times, even of cardboard. Usually the 
name of the parish was inscribed along with 
the number of the beggar. The possessors of 
these badges were authorised to go round 
their special districts once a week and the 
parishioners were exhorted to give them 
supply, which usually took the form of meal. 
While there is evidence tha t this method of 
parochial assistance was tried in some par-
ishes before the great famine a t the close of 
the 17th century, it was this dearth tha t in 
many parishes first compelled the Church to 
adopt the practice of the travelling poor wear-
ing badges. At Rothiemay, 1698, June 20. The 
poor of the parish received their Tokens for 
going through ye parish, qch was ane peice of 
parchment to each of ym wt minirs name 
cyphered seall yron. Here it was not the 
name of the parish, but of the minister, tha t 
was inscribed. And the material was parch-
ment. At Banff, 1698. The Magistrats and 
Counsell appoynt badges for such poor as is 
thought convenient to beg through the towne 
and ordain the drum to goe thorrow the 
toune inhibiting to relive any poor except 
those who have badges. 

All parishes had not this accredited peri-
patetic poor. In Forglen, none received a 
badge to beg. But the famine years drove 
many parishes to this method of supporting 
the destitute. 

The effect on the religious and moral life of 
the community of these years has bpen vari-
ously estimated., The minister of Fordyce, re-
fer r ing to the grea t famine, says the thing 
most remarkable was tha t for several years 
before the famine, adultery and fornication 
had been extremely frequent, to which the 
famine put an entire and speedy stop! This 
is doubtless an exaggeration by one living a 
century a f te r the period of which he was writ-
ing. Wodrow, taking a wider view, is prob-
ably near the mark when he asserts: "The 
crowning plague of these great manifold 
plagues was many were cast down but few 
humbled, there was great murmuring but 
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l i t t le mourning, the g r e a t p a r t turned more 
and more gospel-proof a n d judgment-proof." 

The fac t is nei ther f amine nor pestilence nor 
sword is good for religion. The awfu l destitu-
tion we have described does not provide the 
soil on which religion thrives. A ha rd grind-
ing poverty, when there is a cons tan t struggle 
to gain the ba re necessities of existence, does 
not foster the l ife of communion with God. 

In the year 1740, the re was ano ther fa i lure 
of the harvest . A la te winter was followed by 
a terrible f ros t which continued ti l l the end 
of April. No seed was sown till May. Rough 
and sunless weather prevailed th roughout the 
summer. The crop was s tunted and almost 
useless, barely fit t o susta in the catt le, a p a r t 
f rom providing gra in for meal. I t was owing 
to this famine, so it is said, t h a t the progeni-
tors of Robert Burns were reduced to poverty 
in the Mearns, and the poet's f a t h e r migrated 
southwards in quest of work a n d a livelihood. 
There was only one real ly bad season, yet so 
much did the country live f rom hand to mouth 
t h a t i t was reported m a n y died of s tarvation 
in t he Highlands. 

The Church aided by the Heri tors stepped 
into t he breach. Some extracts f rom the re-
cords of Botr iphnie show how assis tance was 
rendered. At Botriphnie, May 25, 1741. The 
Moderator did lay before them a let ter wrote 
to him by Ar thu r Gordon of Carnousie import-
ing y t he is willing, f o r the benefit of t he poor 
Householders in this paroch, t o allow meal to 
be sold out of Drummui r ' s g a r n e r s to the ex-
t e n t of seven pounds fifteen shil l ings s ter l ing 
a t eight pounds Scots per boll, though the 
r e s t of the f a r m s a r e sold a t n ine pounds per 
boll. The Session having readily agreed to 
this char i table proposal, they did then take 
into their consideration who were the De-
paupera te Householders in the several corners 
of the paroch. 

A list of 49 householders follow. About a 
firlot was dis t r ibuted to each. 

J u n e 21, 1741. The Session considering yt 
Notwithstanding the la rge dis t r ibut ion of 
meal made among the poor Householders 
within the paroch several of them a re now 
a g a i n in a s tarving condition. The Session 
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did therefore agree tha t the Minister with the 
Treasurer should give an order to Harie Milne 
Chamberlain to Drummuir] for such portions 

of meal to be given those y t they think are in 
the greatest s t rai ts and said meal to be paid 
out of the poors money. 

July 19, 1741, in this time of great Dearth 
;and scarcity quantitys of victual to be distri-
buted. 

The session do appoint four shills. st. to be 
paid for a coffin to Adam Bremner and two 
pounds four shillings sc. for a coffin to James 
Slorach his daughter—and as the whole of the 
poor's money in the Box is exhausted with 
these extraordinary demands, so they do ap-
point tha t since there is not so much money 
as defray the charges of these coffins a t pre-
sent in the Box, tha t it be taken out of the 
first collections. 

I t is reported t h a t some of the seat rents 
are not paid by reason of the people are much 
straitened upon account of the scarcity. These 
extracts show—1. The Laird provides meal a t a 
cheap ra te ; 2. The Box is exhausted; 3. To pay 
for coffins, fu ture collections are mortgaged. 
Still they did supply a coffin; and 4. Seat rents 
were not paid. These were rents from seats 
in the gallery erected by the Kirk Session, 
the revenue going to the support of the poor. 

In Monquhitter, distribution was made by 
the Kirk Session to those who appeared to be 
in the most pinching circumstances on condi-
tion tha t the recipients should make repay-
ment if ever they were in a position to do so. 
Reference is also made in the Monquhitter 
Session records to the practice of children 
begging, evidently children of very tender 
years, for it is said tha t as soon as they could 
knit stockings or herd sheep they gave over 
begging. The number of the enrolled poor at 
this period reached 80, and it was reported 
t h a t if they were to maintain all their poor 
within doors, and give them only the Berwick 
allowance, i t would amount to more than Halt 
the valued rent of the parish. 

Forglen Session considering the miserable 
condition of the poor in the parish by reason 
of the scarcity of victuall and the dearth re-
solved to buy some meal for their use and ac-
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cordingly bought ten bolls 3 firlots a t 8£ Scots 
per boll and ordered it to be distributed in 
small parcells. In Old Aberdeen, the magis-
t ra tes and Council, considering the distress 
and scarcity, authorised 4 delegates to buy for 
use of the town 100 bolls more or less. 

In Elgin there -were food riots. In 1711 "The 
Council considering t h a t by reason of the 
scarcity of victuall has occasioned tumults 
and mobs whereby the inhabi tants are in 
danger every night . . . the town to be 
guarded every night by 20 men in every pl-
under a Bailie." At the same time, the Town 
Council incurred a heavy expenditure—over-
£8000 Scots—in the purchase of meal and here 
between Candlemas and Lammas 1741. 

The difficulty in this t ime of dear th was for 
the labouring man to get work. The price of 
meal did not rise above 13/4 per boll, but as 
there was no work, there was the utmost 
misery. Mr Duff of Hat ton, who was then 
building, employed a number of stout men 
who were glad to receive 2d a day. 

On the ecclesiastical side, the influence of 
this famine year is shown in inabili ty to pay 
the Presbytery Bursary. This was a modest 
bursa ry joint ly provided by the congregations 
in the Presbyteries of Ellon and Fordyce. In 
November 1740 in reply to a solicitation from 
Banffshire in regard to the payment of this 
grant , i t was stated by the Presbytery of 
Ellon t h a t they had enough, to do to support 
their own poor in the t ime of dear th and were 
obliged to drop the i r Burse for the time 
being. 

1782 and 1783 were two disastrous harvests, 
but the civil and ecclesiastical authorit ies 
grappled heroically with the si tuation. Many 
of the parish ministers in referr ing to this 
famine proudly asserted t h a t no one in the i r 
parishes died of famine. 

As in the former dearths, some par t s of the 
country escaped, in pa r t i cu la r the fine agricul-
tu ra l land along the coast. Rathven had 
scarcely ever had a bet ter crop or more to. 
sell, with the result t h a t the h igh prices and 
grea t demand bettered the circumstances of 
the fa rmer . In Drainie t h e greater par t of 
the crop was secured without damage. In. 
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Speymouth, many made more than common 
profit, but with the exception of tha t favoured 
belt, the two harvests were failures. In the 
summer of 1782, the harvest promised to be 
late. On the 15th September, when the corn 
had hardly begun to fill, there was a great 
fa l l of snow, which flattened the crops, ' this 
was followed by intense frosts "armed with 
the rigour of a Greenland climate," says one 
chronicler. The oats and barley ripened no 
more. Potatoes and turnips were arrested in 
their growth. I t was af ter Christmas before 
the crop, such as it was, was ingathered. In 
most parts , it amounted to less than a third 
of the ordinary yield. In the uplands, the re-
turn was more meagre still. In the Cabrach,. 
the mill multures amounted to only one-ninth 
of what they were in ordinary years. The 
Quality was so bad as to render it unfit for 
food. I t was dark of colour and acid to taste. 
The colour of the meal in Glass was so black 
t h a t it resembled more the ordinary dust in 
the mills than meal for the use of man. 

The minister of Cushnie had scarcely a boll 
of meal from every 5 bolls of oats. The bere 
was not so bad, but even it was useless for 
seed. In some of the later farms in the Keith 
district, the yield of grain could not support 
the farmers above six weeks or a t the most 
three months. In July 1783, when the popula-
tion of the parish amounted to 3583, 677 were 
reported to the Kirk Session as in need of 
immediate supply; and the meeting was of 
opinion tha t not less than one-half of the 
parish must be in a great s trai t and need 
very large supplies. Some with characteristic 
independence endeavoured to hide their desti-
tution. In Keithhall, several such families 
lived on two diets of meal a day. One family 
was without food from Friday night till Sun-
day a t dinner time. On the last Friday of De-
cember 1783, the country people could get no 
meal in Aberdeen as the citizens were a f ra id 
of famine. 

The situation was met by the Church, the 
Heritors and the Burgh Councils with prompti-
tude and courage. The whole contents of the 
Box reinforced by the calling up of capital 
lying out a t interest were employed in the 
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purchase of grain. The Heri tors supplied meal 
a t lower than marke t ra tes , besides furnishing 
subs tant ia l quant i t ies free. In some parishes 
there was a subscription of meal by the 
fa rmers a t a cheap ra te . Special efforts were 
made to secure gif ts of money from the better 
off among the parishioners. As an example of 
a. subscription of meal a t a cheap ra te I take 
Forglen. 

Forglen, 1783, J a n u a r y 11th. A subscription 
of meal a t a cheap ra te . The corn having 
been much damaged th is season by the Frosts 
and meal in consequence having risen to the 
very high ra tes of eighteen and twenty shil-
lings per boll, the Minister proposed to the 
Heri tors and Par ishioners a subscription for 
as much meal as would supply those on the 
Box, and be a help to some of the most Indi-
gent over the Par ish , a t as moderate a ra te 
as they could afford, and obtained readily 
f rom the two Heri tors The Honourable the 
Lord Banff, and Andrew Hay Esqre of Mount-
bla i ry Ten Bolls eaoh a t the very moderate 
r a t e of Thirteen shillings and four pence per 
Boll, and f rom the following Parishioners viz. 
Pe ter Mearson in Eastside, Mr George Gerrard 
senior, William Robertsin in Mill of Ribra and 
John Grant in Kirktoun two Bolls each, a t 
the same price, and f rom John Leslie in 
Meikle Ribra one Boll and he himself/viz. the 
minister/subscribed Eight Bolls a t the same 
r a t e amounting in whole to th i r ty seven Bolls 
a l l Oatmeal. Being agreed by the subscrip-
t ion t h a t those on the Box were to be supply'd 
in the first place out of this, for which the 
Session was to pay, and the remainder to be 
sold to the most needy, according to their 
Judgment , a t the r a t e subscribed, in conse-
quence of which a sum not less than Ten 
pounds sixteen shillings sterling of chari ty 
was given to the poor and their funds therby 
saved to t h a t amount . The s ta te of the crops 
and their own necessity was such tha t no 
more could join in this subscription. 

The Government also came to the rescue 
with three consignments of meal—the first two 
distributions in the summer of 1783 were free, 
the thi rd a t a moderate ra te . The cessation 
of the war with America set f ree large sup-
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plies of wh i t e pease destined for the Navy. 
These were diverted to t h e Nor the rn Counties 
of Scot land a n d helped t o save t he populace 
f r o m the h o r r o r of f amine . 

I n some par ishes , t he r e were month ly distri-
bu t i ons of meal . In o thers ass is tance had t o 
he given weekly. The people were kept alive, 

but accord ing to o ther tes t imony, hundreds in 
t he H igh lands died of s t a rva t ion . Assistance, 
too, came f r o m o ther qua r t e r s . In 1783, the 
Bank of Sco t land offered the Town Council of 
Elgin a loan of £500 fo r twelve mon ths f r ee 
of in te res t t o pu rchase corn fo r t h e inhabi t -
a n t s . The Council accepted the offer. The 
p a r i s h min i s t e r s ou t of the i r slender resources 
con t r ibu ted t he i r s h a r e t o t he relief of misery. 
I n t he two yea r s of t he dea r th , t he minis ter 
of K i rkmichae l ou t of a st ipend of £47 4s 5 1/3 
expended £7 stg. each yea r in char i ty . Most 
of them, l ike t he Heri tors , provided g r a i n a t 
a cheap r a t e . 

I n t h e Cabrach, the Duke of Gordon let h i s 
t e n a n t s keep the i r r en t s to buy meal . They 
were not t o pay t i l l they could do so wi thout 
h u r t i n g themselves. 

I t was yea r s before t he c o u n t r y recovered 
f r o m these two f a m i n e years . In a l l the r u r a l 
pa r i shes t h e r e were g r ea t decreases of popula-
t ion . In t he ten yea r s following t he dea r th , 
t h e popula t ion of Kei th h a d decreased by 526. 
In Cabrach , t he loss in t he same period was 
200. Many flocked to t he towns in the hope of 
finding employment . Others emigra ted t o 
Amer ica a n d elsewhere. 

Tthe live stock, too, was te r r ib ly diminished. 
Cat t le a n d sheep per ished in va s t numbers . A 
decade a f t e r , t h e min i s t e r of Udny said his 
pa r i sh ione r s h a d even then not recovered f rom 
t h e t e r r ib le losses they h a d sustained. The 
q u a l i t y of t he i r c a t t l e was not equal to w h a t 
i t h a d been f o r m e r l y : a n d they h a d not made 
good t he losses in number . I n grain-producing 
dis tr ic ts , i t was years before they were able 
t o expor t g r a i n as before the scarcity. 

Some beneficent resul ts , however, a r e re-
corded— 

1. " T h a t season," s ays t he minis ter of Nigg 
(Kincardine), " repressed intemperance. ' ' The 
s a m e t e s t imony comes f r o m Crimond, where i t 
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is said tha t the bad year of 1782 almost 
stopped drunkenness. 

2. In Banffshire, it was remarked tha t it 
caused a great diminution in the number of 
illegitimate births. 

3. In one or two of the parishes, where the 
people were not so near the border line of 
starvation, it is stated t h a t they were never 
so healthy as in those lean years. In Auch-
terless, the minister reported tha t three-
fourths of the people lived almost wholly on 
pease meal to which they had not been accus-
tomed, yet they never had enjoyed better 
health. Perhaps the pease meal was largely 
responsible. Drumblade also refers to the im-
provement in the heal th of the community. 

Other lean years followed. 1796 was one such 
year. Then, the last year of t h a t century and 
the first year of the 19th witnessed two bad 
harvests in succession. What had now become 
the usual steps were taken to provide for the 
necessitous. 

Two features of this dearth stand out. The 
first is the high price a t ta ined by grain . Meal 
was purchased by the Kirk Session of Forglen 
in the year 1801 a t as high a ra te as 40s per 
boll. The minister of Grange in the same year 
offered to sell to the Session 16 bolls of barley 
a t £2 2s 0d per boll to supply the poor. His 
offer was accepted. 

The other fea ture was the meal riots upon 
whioh much light was thrown in a paper by 
Dr J . M. Bulloch read to the Field Club in 
J u n e 1915. 

In February 1800, there was a disturbance at 
Peterhead over the shipment of meal to the 
order of Sir James Grant for his Highlands 
tenants . The Volunteers had to be called out. 
to preserve order. 

A little later , on April 2, similar disturb-
ances took place a t Macduff. A merchant 
named Sim bought meal which he was to ship 
f rom Macduff to Aberdeen to supply the neces-
sities of the city. He also bought some oats 
in Banff, but so threatening was the populace 
round the ha rbour tha t the shipmaster went off 
without unloading his ballast . The merchant 
then chartered another small vessel to convey 
the Macduff meal. His agent, "a t imid animal ," 
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as the Sheriff called him, was attacked 
by a mob, stoned and threatened with instant 

hanging. The local Pilots refused to take the 
vessel into harbour. A Banff Pilot was en-
gaged and was nearly killed by the mob. A 
petition was lodged with the Sheriff, who 
issued an order to the O.C. 1st Batt. Banff-
shire Volunteers. The four local companies 
were called out. Some of the men when mus-
tered fell out of the ranks and threw down 
their arms. When they knew the purpose of 
the muster they refused to serve. The Deputy 
Lieutenant and Sheriff gave orders for the 
nearest Companies of the 2nd Batt. to come 
and relieve the men of the 1st Batt., which 
they did with alacrity. They were the Boyn-
die, Alvah and Forglen Companies. The Vol-
unteers had to load the vessel, which then put 
to sea. Before being disbanded, the men of 
the 2nd Batt. were regaled a t Banff with as 
much, broth, beef and bread as they could eat 
a t a cost of twopence each. 

As with similar disturbances elsewhere, they 
were caused by the feeling tha t all the meal in 
the district was sorely needed in the time of 
distress. 
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