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Dane Love has produced an admirably accessible account of a complex and bloody period.

The Scotsman

This book is a jewel of short stories about the terrible days in south-west Scotland, when it was a crime to worship outwith the recognised church. Dane Love has written his book around the characters of the period, with each tragic story emphasising the terrible cruelty and ‘man’s inhumanity to man’. Each short account includes local OS Map references, to allow the reader to visit battle sites and monuments in south-west Scotland where all the atrocities were committed. A good informative read.
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout south-west Scotland, and in a few places within the central belt and Fife, there survive a large number of ‘martyrs’ graves’. Many are located on remote moors, marking the spot where the government soldiers killed supporters of the Covenant. Many more are to be found in parish kirkyards, in a number of cases erected by Robert Paterson, the ‘Old Mortality’ of Sir Walter Scott’s novel of the same name, but often replaced by more modern memorials. Almost every corner of southern Scotland has a tale to tell of the years of persecution, from remote and ruinous shepherds’ houses where the Covenanters held their secret meetings, to castles and country houses commandeered by the government troops in their quest to capture and punish those who refused to adhere to the king’s religious demands.

King Charles I was crowned in 1625 at which time he proposed bringing the Scots church into line with that of England. He was an opponent of Presbyterianism, and thought it would be simpler if the whole country would adopt Episcopacy. He met with Archbishop Laud of Canterbury and planned the introduction of the Book of Common Prayer into the Scottish church service. This took some time, and it was not until 23 July 1637 that the Dean read from this new liturgy in the High Kirk of Edinburgh. Traditionally it is said that it was on that occasion Jenny Geddes stood up in the congregation and threw her stool at the minister, shouting out, ‘Wha daur say mass in ma lug?’. The congregation erupted and the service had to be abandoned.

On 28 February 1638 the National Covenant was produced by Rev Alexander Henderson of Leuchars and Lord Johnston of Wariston on behalf of the nobility, landowners and the Church of Scotland. It was placed on public display in Greyfriars’ Church and over 60,000 folk gathered there and signed the documents supporting Presbyterianism, while also swearing their loyalty to the crown. The actual document measures approximately 45 inches square and is probably made from deerskin. It was claimed that many of the signatures were written with the subscriber’s own blood, but of this there is no proof. Other copies were taken throughout the country for further signatures, such as that from Borgue in Galloway, dated 22 April 1638.1

In 1643 the English Civil War ousted Charles from the throne and Oliver Cromwell was installed as Lord Protector. One of his first tasks was to execute the king. The Scots people were against this and fought for his son, whom they recognised as Charles II. However, the English Parliamentarians agreed with the Solemn League and Covenant and agreed that Presbyterianism be adopted as the national religion throughout the rest of Great Britain, resulting in the Covenanters siding with Cromwell. His campaigning brought him into Scotland where a number of battles took place. The Parliamentarians were later to renege on their deal.

The Earl (later 1st Marquis) of Montrose changed his allegiance from the Covenanters (whom he felt were too extreme in many cases) to support the king, waging war on his behalf from 1644-5. He won at Tibbermore in 1644 but was defeated at Philiphaugh in 1645 by David Leslie. After a period in Norway he landed in Orkney and commenced a campaign from the north. He was defeated at Carbisdale by Alexander Strachan and subsequently hanged in Edinburgh on 21 May 1650. Cromwell defeated Leslie at Dunbar in September 1650. Garrisons of soldiers were established throughout the country and a few skirmishes took place between them and the Covenanters, such as the Battle of Hieton near Hamilton, where in October 1650, the kirk records state, ‘This dayes was no session keepit, because the enemie was in the Kingdom’.

Although there were thousands killed in the campaigns of Montrose, not many are commemorated by memorials. One of the few was Thomas Small, ‘ane vertous husbandman’, who died on 1 September 1645 aged 58. He is buried in Ecclesmagirdle kirkyard, south of Perth. Nothing else is known about him.2 Similarly, Andrew Smith in Huntlie, who died in 1643 aged 63, is noted on his gravestone at Longforgan in Perthshire as ‘ane trve Covenanter’.3

On 23 June 1650 Charles II landed at Garmouth in Moray where he signed the Solemn League and Covenant, much to the delight of the Scots.4 He was crowned at Scone in 1651 but suffered defeat at the Battle of Worcester the following year. Eight commissioners were appointed by the English parliament to look after Scotland’s affairs, changing to a council of state of nine members. Cromwell established forts throughout the country at Ayr, Leith, Perth, Inverlochy and Inverness to ensure his control of the country.

When Cromwell died in 1658 the country fell into a state of unrest, Cromwell’s son being weaker than his father and in 1660 Charles II was fully restored to the throne of Great Britain. Having achieved his goal he abandoned his support for Presbyterianism and the Covenant and set out to claim superiority over the church. The Recissory Act repealed all those acts which had been passed by the Covenanting parliaments. He established Prelacy, whereby the church was governed by bishops, but the anti-Erastians, who could not agree to the control of the church by the state, could not accept this. The period from 1660 until the Glorious Revolution in 1688 was the period of greatest persecution, when thousands were killed in the fields, executed in the towns, banished abroad as slaves, or were fined.

Bishops and ‘curates’ were appointed to the church in 1662. The so-called ‘Drunken Parliament’ passed the Middleton Act which ejected non-conforming ministers from their churches. There were around 400 such ministers forced from their parishes. At first the authorities tolerated them preaching in their congregation’s houses, or in barns, but it was soon realised that the people’s resolve was such that they would not attend the curate’s, or government-appointed Episcopal minister’s, services. The first attempts at limiting attendance at these Conventicles was made in 1663 and by 1670 attendance became treasonable and preaching at them, a capital offence.

By 1666 the persecution by soldiers, who were given lists of names of non-attendees by the curates, was so bad that the country became restless. When the villagers of Dalry in Galloway witnessed an old man being roasted with branding irons by the soldiers, the rebellion commenced. It had not been planned, but numbers flocked to the cause and a march towards Edinburgh took place. Being spontaneous, the Covenanters were not prepared for the journey and they were ultimately defeated in battle by the soldiers of General Tam Dalyell of the Binns at Rullion Green in the Pentland Hills.

In 1669 the Duke of Lauderdale introduced what were termed ‘Indulgences’, whereby ousted ministers could accept certain conditions and return to their churches. Although over 100 did, most refused. Around the same time a period of calm, known as ‘The Blink’ took place. A second declaration of indulgence was made in 1672.

In 1674 the government decreed that conventicles, or meetings in the fields, were illegal and that it was a capital offence to attend these. ‘The Bond’ was drawn up which stated that landowners and heritors were responsible for making sure that their tenants adhered to Episcopacy. At first the landowners treated this lightly, but soon they were forced into adherence. In 1678 parties of highland soldiers, known as the ‘Highland Host’, were quartered on suspected Covenanters in the south-west of Scotland. The highlanders were responsible for many atrocities, robbing their hosts of all belongings and livestock, rape, pillage, and destruction. Thousands of pounds worth of damage and theft were done in the few months they were in residence.

What became known as the ‘Second Resistance’ commenced with the Rutherglen Declaration in 1679. A large conventicle near Drumclog was attacked by the soldiers under Graham of Claverhouse. The Covenanters managed to use the ground to their advantage and were the victors. Thinking that their hour had come, they proposed a march on Glasgow but discovered that the residents had placed barricades across the streets to prevent them from entering the city. The Covenanters turned about and at Bothwell Bridge were to take part in another battle. This time they were soundly defeated, with perhaps 400 killed on the field, and in the subsequent pursuit, 1,200 taken prisoner. Most of these were marched to Edinburgh where they were locked up in an enclosure off Greyfriars’ kirkyard. Five months later, after many had escaped, some had died, and others succumbed to signing a declaration of governmental support, 257 Covenanters remained. They were sentenced to banishment and placed on board a ship at Leith, which was to founder off Orkney with most of the Covenanters being drowned.

The period from 1680, after the signing of the Sanquhar Declaration and the Battle of Airds Moss, until 1685 was one of the fiercest in terms of persecution; a few months during 1684-5 becoming forever known as the ‘Killing Time’. Most of the wellknown martyrdoms took place at this time, including the murder of John Brown at his own front door, in view of his wife and children, and the drowning of two women in the rising Solway tide.

Thousands of Covenanters suffered for their adherence to the cause. Many were persecuted for years but survived and have not been celebrated for their martyrdom. Thousands lie buried in old churchyards, but only a few stones actually comment on their adherence. Robert Laurie lies buried at Dalserf in Lanarkshire.5 and the ‘Godly shoemaker’ Robert Nairn is buried at Bonhill in Dunbartonshire.6

Many Covenanters managed to break out of prison on a number of occasions. On 16 September 1683, 25 prisoners escaped from the Canongate tolbooth in Edinburgh. A file had been smuggled in and the Covenanters spent hours working on the bars on the window, high above the street. They found that removing one bar left insufficient room to escape, so the rest had to be cut. When a bar fell from the window onto the street below they thought their ploy had been rumbled, but no-one noticed. Of the 25 who escaped, only three were Covenanters – George Aitken, John Dick and Adam Philip. Dick had been active at Bothwell Bridge. He was recaptured in the spring of the following year and executed at Edinburgh on 5 March.

In 1688 the preacher James Renwick was captured and executed at the scaffold in Edinburgh’s Grassmarket, the last Covenanter to suffer a public execution. He would also have been the last Covenanting martyr but for the 16-year-old George Wood, who was shot a few days later at his home, near the Ayrshire village of Sorn.

Charles II had died in February 1685 and his brother James VII and II succeeded. He was a believer in the Divine Right of Kings and a supporter of the Roman Catholic faith. The people were against this and a rebellion took place which tried to replace him as monarch with the Protestant Duke of Monmouth, Charles II’s illegitimate son. The 9th Earl of Argyll was a main player in this, but his attempt at rebellion was defeated and he was beheaded. In December 1688 James VII fled first to Ireland, then France. This paved the way for William and Mary (James’s daughter) to accept the throne. James and his son Charles tried to reclaim the throne in the Jacobite risings of 1689, 1715 and 1745, but were unsuccessful. The Glorious Revolution had taken place, and the king’s councillor, William Carstairs, persuaded him to accept Presbyterianism as the established church in Scotland.

Although most of the Covenanters rejoined the established church, there were a good number throughout the country who wished to remain apart. They established the Reformed Presbyterian Church. Similarly, the followers of Rev Richard Cameron formed the 26th Regiment of Foot in May 1689, better known as the Cameronians. They served with distinction until 14 May 1968 when the regiment was disbanded at a special conventicle held at Douglas in Lanarkshire, where they had been raised 279 years earlier.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

The headings of many of the following chapters have been taken from the epitaphs which appear on the original gravestones of the martyrs, hence the poor spelling in some cases! The footnotes give the National Grid Reference of monuments or gravestones associated with the Covenanters, as well as one or two important places associated with them. I wish to acknowledge the part played by my wife Hazel for her support and in checking the manuscript. Acknowledgements are also due to George Scott, past Honorary Secretary of the Scottish Covenanter Memorials Association.

Dane Love

Auchinleck


1

EARLY MARTYRS

On Monday 27 May 1661 the guillotine known as the ‘Maiden’ was erected in Edinburgh’s Grassmarket. It was a fairly common occurrence, for this was the site of public executions in the city. However, the person to be hanged that day was unique. He was not only from the upper classes, being a Marquis and head of a great highland clan, but he was the first to die for his adherence to the Covenant.

Archibald Campbell, 8th Earl and 1st Marquis of Argyll (created 1641), was born around 1607, the son of Archibald, the 7th Earl, who had converted to Catholicism after marrying his second wife. He fled to western Flanders in 1618 after being outlawed but Charles I reversed the sentence in 1677 after which the old man spent his last ten years in London in reduced circumstances. While his son Archibald was still a child, the estates had been passed down to him.

Argyll took part in many battles. On 2 February 1645 he was active against Montrose at the Battle of Inverlochy. His men were severely defeated, so much so that it was said that the waves on the shores of the loch lapped red with blood. He fled from the scene in his boat, bringing about claims that he was a timorous and feeble person.

Argyll was a royal favourite for many years. In 1651, when Charles was crowned at Scone, it was Argyll who had the honour of placing the crown on the monarch’s head. Charles at that time had accepted the Covenants and had promised to maintain true religious freedom for his subjects, having signed the Covenant at Garmouth in Moray.

After the Restoration, Argyll travelled to London where he tried to gain an audience with the king. He was arrested by Sir William Fleming and sent to the Tower, on a dubious political charge, where he remained for around nine months before being transferred to a cell in Edinburgh.

From the scaffold the Marquis told the crowd assembled below, ‘I had the honour to place the crown upon the king’s brow; now he hastens me away to a better crown than his own.’ His head was then placed on the block and the blade hoisted. Its quick descent left the crowd silent. Argyll’s body was gifted to his friends. They took it to the Magdalen Chapel in the Cowgate where it lay for some time. It was then moved to the Lothian burial vault at Newbattle before being transferred to the kirk of Kilmun, in Argyll, where it was finally laid to rest.1 His severed head was taken by the hangman and displayed on a pike on top of the Heart of Midlothian. It was to remain there until 8 June 1664.

There were two other men in gaol awaiting the same fate as Argyll. Rev James Guthrie and Lieutenant William Govan were led out to the scaffold five days later. Guthrie was the minister of Stirling’s Holy Rude church; little is known of his life before he became famous as ‘the little man who could not bow’, – this being an allusion to the fact that he would not succumb to the authorities over the church. Born into an Episcopalian family, Guthrie was probably being brought up to enter the ministry of that denomination. He was sent to St Andrews to study, but there he met Rev Samuel Rutherford.

Guthrie attended many of Rutherford’s prayer meetings and theology discussions, which were to influence him considerably. According to what he wrote late in life, ‘until the year 1638 I was treading other steps: and the Lord did then recover me out of the snare of Prelacy, Ceremonies and the Service Book.’ In 1638 Guthrie was ordained as minister of the small town of Lauder, in Berwickshire, remaining until 1649.

A call to Stirling’s Holy Rude church was answered in 1650. His time there was not without trouble, for not all the residents of the town agreed with his strong Protestant views. In 1656 the church was split in two, both figuratively and physically, for a wall was erected dividing the building. One half was ministered to by Guthrie, the other by Rev Matthew Simpson, his former assistant.

Whilst at Stirling, Guthrie wrote a book entitled The Causes of the Lord’s Wrath Against Scotland. This volume was later considered treasonable, and copies of it were burned by the public hangmen. Anyone found with a copy in their possession could be charged with treason against the crown and government.

Guthrie was arrested a number of times for his failure to accept Charles as head of the church, but on each accasion he was later released. Eventually, in 1657 the General Assembly deposed him from his charge.

When Cromwell was abroad in Scotland Guthrie conversed with him, making him aware of the position of the Church of Scotland. It was Cromwell who referred to Guthrie as the ‘short man’. In 1657 Guthrie journeyed to London where he defended the king’s right against Cromwell. Guthrie was noted for his royalist views, but these only went so far and he could not accept the king’s interference in the work of the kirk.

On 23 August 1660 Guthrie and a number of others met in Edinburgh to draw up a supplication to the restored king. In it they pledged their allegiance to the crown, but desired that the king kept the reformed faith in Scotland. A party of soldiers were sent to the meeting house by the Earl of Middleton. They arrested Guthrie and 10 others, one of their number managing to escape. Guthrie was gaoled in Edinburgh Castle for a short time before being moved on to Stirling Castle. He was to remain imprisoned there for six months.

Guthrie was tried before the Privy Council on two occasions, in February and April 1661. He was charged with treason, but Guthrie, who was defending himself, managed to baffle the lawyers with his knowledge of legal and ecclesiastical matters. The trials lasted for some time, until at length Guthrie himself requested that they be brought to a speedy conclusion. He told the court, ‘having now suffered eight months’ imprisonment, your Lordships would put no other burden upon me. I shall conclude with the words of Jeremiah, “Behold I am in your hands, do to me what seemeth good to you”. If you put me to death you shall bring innocent blood upon yourselves and upon the inhabitants of the city.’

The judges considered Guthrie’s plea for some time. Some of them were keen to banish him to the plantations, but Middleton would accept nothing less than the death penalty. Accordingly he was sentenced to die at the Cross. The sentence shocked many throughout the nation. Appeals were sent to the authorities to release him, or else try and persuade him to accept their authority by granting him a bishopric.

Guthrie was hanged on Saturday, 1 June 1661. As he climbed the scaffold steps he addressed the crowds, ‘I take God to record upon my soul, I would not exchange this scaffold for the palace and mitre of the greatest prelate in the land.’ Once his body was lifeless, Guthrie’s head was chopped off and displayed on the Netherbow Port for the next 27 years. Tradition asserts that one day when Middleton was driving his coach through the gateway drops of blood fell from Guthrie’s head onto the coachwork. Despite regular scrubbing and polishing, the stains of the martyr were never to be removed, constantly reminding Middleton of his actions.2

On the same day Guthrie was executed, Lieutenant (or Captain) William Govan (b. 1623) was also hanged from the scaffold. He was a member of the Remonstrant army but had defected to the ranks of Cromwell’s troops. In 1651 a decree of forfeiture was issued against him. Govan had taken a small part in the execution of Charles I, for which he was tried and executed. Before he suffered death, he looked up at the gibbet on which Guthrie’s corpse now hung and declared, ‘It is sweet; otherwise how durst I look upon the corpse of him who hangs there, and smile upon these sticks and that gibbet as the gates of heaven.’ His head was removed and displayed on the West Bow.

Archibald Johnston was also tried for his treasonable beliefs at the same time. Born a son of the Johnstons of Annandale, he was related to a number of law-lords. He inherited a house in Edinburgh’s High Street where the Supplicants, the group who compiled the Supplication which was a forerunner of the National Covenant, met.

He had been Clerk to the General Assembly in 1638 and was instrumental in making sure that the pro-Episcopal members were defeated in their attempt at changing the direction of the kirk by compiling a list of Acts of Parliament which suppressed Roman Catholicism while establishing Protestantism as the religion of Scotland. This was to become the second part of the National Covenant. The first part contained the King’s Confession of 1580-1, the third part was compiled by Alexander Henderson. At a meeting held in Greyfriars’ Church in Edinburgh on Wednesday 28 February 1638 Johnston read this out to the large assembled crowd and when the Glasgow Assembly finally ended he was appointed Procurator of the church.

In 1641 Johnston was knighted and made a Lord of Session taking the title Lord Wariston, later becoming MP for Edinburgh. Wariston had a knack of being able to unearth old parliamentary papers which he used to support the case against the Episcopalians. It was thought that the church records of 1560-90 had been lost, and the supporters of the Covenant regretted this, but Wariston was able to unearth them, thus adding strength to the Presbyterian voice. In April 1641 Wariston referred to the Records of Parliament, which had been given to Hay of Dunfermline to destroy. The king, knowing this, claimed that they did not exist and therefore could not be used as evidence, but Wariston had somehow managed to save them, and produced them in parliament.

In 1646 Johnston was appointed Lord Advocate and in 1649 Lord Clerk Register.

At the Restoration Wariston knew that the king would not allow him to live long. He fled abroad to the Netherlands, Germany and France. The trial went on in his absence, and he was found guilty of treason and sentenced to death, the proclamation being read out at the Cross of Edinburgh on 13 May 1661.

Wariston was apprehended by one of Charles’ detectives at Rouen as he prayed. He was taken back across the Channel to London where he spent six months imprisoned in the Tower. He was then brought back to Scotland and executed on 22 July 1663, 26 months after he had been sentenced. Like Guthrie, his head was removed from his body and displayed on the Netherbow Port.


2

FOUGHT WITH GREAT RENOWN

On 13 November 1666 the soldiers from the garrison at Dalry in Galloway were out and about exacting fines from those who had failed to attend church. Corporal George Deanes and three other soldiers from Sir Alexander Thomson’s guards had claimed the corn of an old farmer by the name of Grier in lieu of his fine, which he had been unable to pay. Grier had fled his home, but the soldiers caught up with him and brought him back to the village. The soldiers tied his hands and feet together and intended carrying him trussed below a pole ‘like a beast’. They were then about to strip him of his clothes and lower him onto a red-hot gridiron.

Four Covenanters who had spent some of the previous months hiding amidst the hills had risked coming into the village that day in order to eat a hearty breakfast at the local inn. One of the men was John MacLellan of Barscobe Castle, a local laird who had fled his home. As they left the inn they witnessed the cruel treatment meted out to old Grier.

‘Why do you use the honest man so?’ Barscobe asked.

The soldiers, incensed, drew their swords, intending to capture the men and try them. Barscobe took out his pistol (into the barrel of which, having no shot to spare, he had previously rammed fragments of his pipe) and fired. The clay blasted into Deanes’s leg, wounding him. It was recorded that a surgeon later removed ten pieces of the pipe from his body. The other soldiers quickly surrendered.

The Covenanters moved to the nearby village of Balmaclellan, where Alexander Robertson was preaching at a conventicle. The larger group decided that they were strong enough to attack the local garrison, which had 16 soldiers in residence. In the scuffle one of the soldiers was killed. The Covenanters then moved on to Irongray kirkyard, near Dumfries, where they formed themselves into an army of volunteers.

The Covenanters realised that things were now getting serious. They decided that they should kidnap the local commander, Sir James Turner, known as ‘Bloody Bite-the-sheep’, and hold him whilst negotiations went on with the king. Turner was stationed in Dumfries. Accordingly 54 Covenanters on horseback rode towards the town, followed by around 150 on foot. The weather was wet and wild, resulting in the journey taking longer than expected. They arrived at around nine o’clock on the Thursday morning, 15 November.

A Covenanter by the name of Andrew Gray seems to have taken charge. He led the Covenanters into Dumfries by crossing Devorgilla’s Bridge and made their way to Bailie Finnie’s house, where Turner was staying at the time, and called out to him to surrender. Turner appeared at the window and asked for quarter, which John Neilson of Corsock duly granted. Gray was ready to shoot Turner, but Neilson intervened, telling him that he had promised Turner that he would be held prisoner. In revenge, Gray searched through the house, taking papers from Turner’s chest as well as 6,000 merks. The Covenanters then marched to the burgh cross, where they toasted the king’s health and pledged their allegiance to the Covenant, before heading to the Sands beside the River Nith where they held a council of war. Turner was taken with them, at first dressed in his night-clothes, but later allowed to wear everyday clothing.

The Covenanters gathered as many arms as they could find in the town before deciding to make their way to the north-west again. They travelled up the side of Cluden and Cairn waters to Glencairn church, where they rested for a short while. During the hours of darkness they marched back to Dalry, a total of 32 miles. Word came that some soldiers were in the vicinity, so during the following night they made their way north to the wilder countryside around Carsphairn. It was around this time that Andrew Gray, who had claimed to be a captain, mysteriously disappeared. He had already sent on Turner’s money ‘for safe keeping’, and apart from a claimed sighting in Newcastle, he was never to be seen again.

From Dumfries Steven Irvine, bailie in the town, rode to Edinburgh to raise the alarm with the authorities. Lieutenant-General Thomas Dalyell was sent to the west with 2,500 foot soldiers and six troop of horse, marching by way of Glasgow and Kilmarnock to Mauchline in Ayrshire. At the same time the authorities issued a proclamation declaring that the uprising was to be classed as rebellion and all who refused to lay down their arms would be tried as traitors and thus be incapable of pardon.

The Covenanters decided that they should gather as much support as they could muster and march on Edinburgh, where they would lay their demands before the authorities. Thus they headed at first across Glen Muck to Dalmellington and into Ayrshire. At Dalmellington they were joined by the ousted minister of Irongray, John Welsh, who preached at a large conventicle in their midst. He also prayed that Turner would be converted to their beliefs and that he could be forgiven for his sins. The route then led on to Tarbolton and Ayr, near where Colonel James Wallace of Auchans joined them and was appointed commander. Turner’s memoirs noted with admiration the leadership qualities Wallace displayed. By this time the force numbered around 700.

Whilst the Covenanting force was in the middle of Kyle, two men were sent on to scout and drum up support. They were John Ross, who came from Mauchline, and John Shields, tenant of Titwood farm in the parish of Mearns in Renfrewshire. Some of the soldiers marching from Edinburgh, under the command of the Duke of Hamilton, captured them near Kilmarnock and they were taken back to the town and held prisoner. They were later moved to Edinburgh where they were tried and hanged on 7 December 1666. Their heads were cut off and sent back to Kilmarnock where they were publicly displayed for a while before being interred in the Laigh kirkyard.1

The Covenanters then headed inland, passing through Coylton to Ochiltree, where they rested for the night. On 23 November they continued to Cumnock where they were warned that Dalyell was advancing on Kilmarnock. The weather closed in on them, and they were all soaked to the skin as they made their way across Airds Moss towards Muirkirk. James Turner noted that:


The way to that church [Muirkirk] was exceeding bad, a very hie wind, with a grievous raine in our faces. The night fell dark before we could reach the place where the foot were quartered, with no meate or drink, and with very little fire. I doe confesse, I never saw lustier fellows than these foote were, or better marchers.



The Covenanters rested as best they could in the parish church but many of them became disheartened at this point, and a number began to drift away. Wallace, however, pushed them onward, and when they reached Douglas they rested again in the old kirk of St Bride before marching to Lanark where it was decided to renew the Solemn League and Covenant.

On Monday 26 November Rev John Guthrie, evicted minister of Tarbolton, stood on the forestairs of Lanark tolbooth and addressed the 500 infantry. At the burgh’s Townhead Gabriel Semple preached to the 500 riders. A bond was compiled, explaining the origin of the rising, and setting out what their intentions were.

The Covenanters then left Lanark and made their way northwards over the moors to Bathgate in West Lothian, but Dalyell’s forces entered Lanark just after the Covenanters had left, and were able to follow them close behind. The Covenanters were forced towards Newbridge, to the west of Edinburgh, from where they moved into Colinton. They had expected to be joined by a number of allies from the Lothians, but these failed to materialise and as they tried to rest in the kirkyard they became increasingly dejected once more.

On the night of 27 November the Covenanters camped at Redford Road, east of Colinton.2 Their sleep was disturbed early in the morning by the sound of guns as a number of Edinburgh Fencibles had heard of their overnight camp and had come to attack them. A few of the Covenanters were injured in the affray.

Colonel Wallace ordered his men to march towards the Pentland Hills. They made their way past Dreghorn Castle, Fulford and Flotterstone to Rullion Green, the site of an ancient cattle market. Dalyell’s soldiers were in hot pursuit, making their way by a drove road from Currie to Kirkstown and onto the Green. The two armies met on 28 November. The Covenanting force was reckoned to be 900 strong; poorly equipped, with only 60 muskets, 40 pistols and 20 pounds of powder between them. It is true to say that they were not really expecting to fight, even then, for they had hoped that the Privy Council would listen to their pleas and suggest a peaceable outcome. The government troops numbered 3,000 regular soldiers, all armed and ready to fight.

The king’s soldiers, under the command of Major Joseph Learmont of Newholm, started the fight by firing into the opposition. The Covenanters responded, and the foot-soldiers engaged in fighting with swords in which John Paton of Meadowhead and Captain Andrew Arnot displayed their skill. The pikemen, armed with scythes and other blades tied to poles, charged into the midst of the soldiers, pushing them backward in fear. The Duke of Hamilton was lucky to escape, as was Dean Ramsay. Dalyell’s horsemen rode at speed across the grass into the midst of the battle, slaying many in the process. They were followed by Linlithgow’s infantry who slaughtered many in their wake. The battle was over. A few small fights continued, but soon the victory was Dalyell’s. His soldiers stripped the dead of their valuables and on the following day some women from Edinburgh buried them in shrouds.

Sir James Turner, who had still been held hostage as far as the field, had agreed with his captors that if the royalist force won then he would ensure that his guardsmen would be released, so long as they did not ill-treat him. At the hour of victory he made his way with the guards to the government soldiers, but the Privy Council refused to honour the bargain.

Many Covenanters fled westward after they realised that the battle was lost. Some were successful in escaping the clutches of the enemy, such as Colonel Wallace, who managed to flee to the Netherlands. John Gordon of Largmore, in the parish of Kells, was wounded in the battle but returned home. He survived only for a short time, and died on 6 January 1667. His brother-in-law, William Gordon of Roberton, was killed in the battle. A son of John, Roger, escaped from Bothwell and survived long after the Killing Times. He presented communion cups and a bell to Kells church in Galloway.3

An unknown Covenanter who had been wounded in battle limped slowly westward along the Pentland Hills as far as Blacklaw. There he knocked on the door of Adam Sanderson, a shepherd, but he was too scared to allow him into the house for fear of reprisals. He allowed him to stay in an outhouse, though. The Covenanter, who seems to have known that his time was nearly over, asked Sanderson that if he should find him dead could he bury him within sight of the Ayrshire hills. Next morning, sure enough, Sanderson found the Covenanter lying dead within an oak thicket. He took him to the Black Law, which affords distant views of Ayrshire, and there laid him to rest.4

Other Covenanters were shot as they fled for safety. A number are said to have been killed by country-folk in Midlothian, and their bodies buried in the kirkyards of Penicuik and Glencorse. The session minutes of Penicuik for 9 December record, ‘Disbursed to John Brown, belman, for making Westlandman’s graves, 3s 4d.’ William Smith of Moremellen in the parish of Shotts was active in battle but was murdered at a neighbour’s home.5

The number killed in the battle cannot be accurately determined. According to Charles Maitland of Hatton, who was with Dalyell, 100 Covenanters were left for dead on the battlefield, and another 300 as they fled home. The gravestone on the battlefield commemorates ‘about fifty other true covenanted Presbyterians who were killed here in their own Innocent self defence.’ Names of those who died include Rev John Cruikshank, an Irish minister who had preached at Lanark, and Rev Andrew MacCormick, another Irish non-conformist who had fled to Scotland after being charged with a plot to capture the Lord Lieutenant in Dublin Castle.6 According to Robert Mein, postmaster in Edinburgh, no government soldiers were killed, but this is thought to be untrue. There were 120 Covenanters taken prisoner who marched into Edinburgh, where they were crowded into part of the High Kirk of Edinburgh known as ‘Haddock’s Hole’. The better class of prisoner was locked up in the tolbooth.

On 5 December 1666 the Justiciary Court sat in Edinburgh, Lord Advocate Nisbet in the chair. Many Covenanters were brought before it and charged with treason and rebellion. All were found guilty and sentenced to be hanged on 7 December at the mercat cross of Edinburgh. On that day Captain Andrew Arnot, Major John MacCulloch, Gavin Hamilton in Maudslie (Carluke), John Gordon of Knockbreck, his brother Robert, Cristall or Christopher Strang, portioner of Lickpravick, East Kilbride, John Parker, waulker in Busby Waulkmill, John Ross in Mauchline, James Hamilton, tenant in Kithemoor, and John Shields in Titwood (Mearns) all suffered execution by hanging. According to the Book of Adjournal, ‘after they are dead, their heads and right arms to be cutt off and disposed upon as the Lords of his Majesties Privy Council shall think fitt, and all their lands, heretages, goods and gear to be forfault and escheat to his Majesties use for the treasonable crimes forsaids which was pronounced for Doom.’ Accordingly the heads of the two Gordons and MacCulloch were sent to Kirkcudbright for display. The two Hamiltons, Parker and Strang’s heads were sent to Hamilton.7 Arnot’s head went to the Watergate. Ross and Shields’s heads went to Kilmarnock as previously noted. All 10 martyrs’ right hands were sent to the tolbooth in Lanark, the spot where they had re-sworn the Covenant.

On 14 December five other Covenanters were hanged in Edinburgh. They were John Neilson of Corsock, John Lindsay, Alexander Robertson, George Crauford in Cumnock, and John Gordon in Irongray.

On Wednesday 19 December four Covenanters were hanged in Glasgow as a warning to the Covenanters from the west. They had been tried two days previously, when the defence claimed that as they had been given quarter on the field of battle, they should not be sentenced to death. The judges ignored this plea, however, and had them hanged. They were Robert Buntine (or Bunton) of Fenwick (Ayrshire),8 John Hart of Glassford (Lanarkshire), Robert Scott of Dalserf (Lanarkshire) and Matthew Paton, a shoemaker from Newmilns (Ayrshire).9

A further trial took place and nine Covenanters were found guilty of rebellion. They were to be hanged on 22 December, but three of them had their sentences deferred. The remaining six suffered martyrdom at the mercat cross in Edinburgh. These were Hugh MacKail, Humphrey Colquhoun, Mungo Knaip in Evandale, Ralph Shiells, collier in Ayr, John Wodrow, merchant in Glasgow and John Wilson in Kilmaurs.

William Mure, the laird of Castle Caldwell in north Ayrshire, had supported the Covenanters on their march to Edinburgh. He was forced to flee to Holland where he died. In 1670 his estates were granted to General Dalyell of the Binns as a thankyou for his victory in battle. The lands were restored to the Mures in 1690. Another landowner who supported the Covenanters was John Maxwell, younger of Monreith. He is thought to have been present in the rising from Dalry. From Rullion Green, Maxwell fled on his grey horse, and tradition states that he did not rest until he reached Monreith Castle, over 110 miles away in Wigtownshire. The laird rewarded the horse with never having to carry a passenger again, and ‘As guid as a Pentland horse’ became a local saying. Maxwell himself was pursued by the authorities, on one occasion evading capture by hiding in an Edinburgh lady’s meal girnal. He escaped to Ireland, where he died, his Scottish estates being forfeit.
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A FAT CHRISTMAS- PIE TO THE PRELATES

Hugh MacKail (born 1640) was the son of Rev Matthew MacKail, the minister of Bothwell Church, until he was forced out by the Middleton Act in 1662. Hugh was sent to Edinburgh University for an education, where he lodged with his uncle, also Hugh MacKail, and it was soon realised that he was a youth of great ability. Such was his talent that he was brought to the attention of one of the former Lord Provosts of Edinburgh, Sir James Stewart of Kirkfield and Coltness, who employed him as a tutor to his family, as well as a chaplain.

In 1661 MacKail applied to the presbytery for a licence to preach, which was freely granted. He gained considerable respect in the churches of the city but, like his father, found himself disagreeing with the authorities who were trying to impose Episcopacy on the country. His last sermon, at the beginning of September 1662 was given in the High Kirk of St Giles and was a thinly veiled swipe at those in authority. Although he referred to a ‘Pharaoh on a throne, a Haman in the state, and a Judas in the church’, these references were easily deciphered. He knew that he was now a wanted man.

Supporters of the king made their way to Goodtrees House, the home of Sir James Stewart, where they intended to apprehend MacKail. They missed him by just a few minutes, for he had decided to flee to Holland. Stewart and his second son, Walter, were charged with being present at this sermon, and also for entertaining MacKail at their home. This charge was later dropped, however.

MacKail remained in the Netherlands for three years. What he did there is not known, but it has been surmised that he stayed in Rotterdam and probably came into contact with Robert MacWard and John Brown of Wamphray, who were also in the city at that time.

Hugh MacKail returned to Scotland in 1665. He had expected the country to have settled in the intervening years but instead found that the land was now a hotbed of rebellion. When the western Covenanters commenced their rising in Galloway which ultimately ended at Rullion Green, MacKail was influenced to join them. He made his way to Ayr where he met up with the growing number of supporters. MacKail was not a fighting man, for his body was small and his stature weak. At one point he fainted and lay for a time as if he was dead. In William Veitch’s record of the rising he noted that MacKail ‘would have fallen off his horse, if one had not laid hold of him and held him up.’ Nevertheless, he was able to keep going until the Covenanters reached the outskirts of Edinburgh.

It was near to Cramond Water that MacKail realised it was futile for him to continue. He left the Covenanters behind and made his way towards the south side of the city where his father had a temporary home. At Braid’s Craig, near to Liberton, a party of dragoons came across and arrested him. They searched him for any clues on the actions of the Covenanters and many questions were put to him as to their whereabouts and names of the leaders taking part. but MacKail refused to reveal any information to the dragoons. MacKail in fact had a small sword on him but he made no resistance. The soldiers decided to take him to the old tolbooth and placed him in a cell.

The authorities appointed the Earl of Rothes to interrogate MacKail. He was not only charged with being present with the rebels before Rullion Green, he was also charged with seditious words spoken in St Giles. As MacKail refused to betray any of his associates, Rothes ordered that the ‘boot’ be placed round his legs. This instrument of torture involved a box or tube to be placed round the leg. Wedges were then placed around the knee and blows to the wedges made by a hammer. Still MacKail refused to release any information. Eleven blows of the hammer were given in total, which smashed the bones in his knee. MacKail responded, ‘I protest solemnly in the sight of God, I can say no more though all the joints in my body were in such great anguish as my knee.’

Realising that they could torture him no further, and that he was unwilling to give up any information, the authorities returned MacKail to his cell. He was left in agony, unable to walk from the injuries received and his torture also brought on an ‘inflammatory fever’.

On 18 December a second trial took place. MacKail confirmed that he had been with Covenanters as they marched from Ayr to Edinburgh, and he admitted he was in the possession of a sword when he had been captured. The authorities thus gained their reason to try and execute MacKail. He was sentenced to die at the market cross of Edinburgh at 2 o’clock on 22 December 1666 and he was only 26 years old. A number of influential people, including the Duchess of Hamilton and Marchioness of Douglas, appealed for MacKail’s life to be spared, but to no avail.

MacKail was hanged as sentenced. He faced death with considerable courage and some regard his final testimony as one of the finest amongst the many recorded during the years of killing. His cousin, Dr Matthew MacKail, had arranged with the hangman to receive the corpse from the gallows and he took MacKail’s black coat and wore it as a sign of mourning, until it fell to pieces. The corpse was taken to the Magdalen Chapel where it was dressed before being taken to the Greyfriars’ kirkyard for burial. From the day of MacKail’s execution until 1678 there were no more Covenanters executed in Edinburgh.

Five other Covenanters taken at the Battle of Rullion Green also suffered death on the same day – Humphrey Colquhoun, Mungo Knaip in Evandale, Ralph Shiells, a collier from Ayr, John Wilson of Kilmaurs and John Wodrow, a Glasgow merchant.
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GIBBETS WERE IN FASHION THEN

A Royal Commission was published on 5 December 1666 which created a number of trials of the prisoners taken at the Battle of Rullion Green. A selection of noblemen and other gentlemen were appointed in different parts of the country who were given the power to hold courts, cite witnesses and use other methods in order to establish the guilt or otherwise of those who had appeared in arms that day on the Pentland foothills. Each area had a minimum of three men appointed in charge of these courts, and in order to facilitate a speedy response to the rising, they were given the power to hold their own assizes and pass whatever sentence they saw fit.

One of these courts was located at Ayr. The four men assigned were the Earl of Kellie, Lieutenant-General William Drummond of Cromlix, Charles Maitland of Hatton (later created Earl of Lauderdale), and James Crichton, Sheriff of Nithsdale and brother to the Earl of Dumfries. They established their court on 22 December that year, and 12 prisoners taken at the battlefield were summoned before the court two days later. Not surprisingly, the dozen men were found guilty, and all were sentenced to be executed. To widen the effects of the punishment on the people of the south-west of Scotland, it was decided to split up the group, with eight to be hanged in Ayr, two in Irvine, and two in Dumfries, so that the residents would see the punishment inflicted on those who appeared in arms and defied the king’s authority.

The eight men due to be hanged at Ayr however caused the authorities considerable problems, as the local hangman refused to perform the deed, and absconded from the district.

A message was then sent to Irvine, where a highlander from Strathnaver, William Sutherland, was the burgh hangman, asking him to carry out the executions. Sutherland was illiterate, and had come to the south of Scotland to learn to read. At first he settled in Paisley, where he is noted for hanging a few witches, but he moved to Irvine where he obtained a more steady job. There he learned to read, studying the Bible in great detail, and supporting the Covenant. The provost of Irvine called on him to go to Ayr, but Sutherland refused. He was arrested and taken to the tolbooth. A guard was sent to escort him to Ayr, where again he was held in the tolbooth.

The curate of Ayr parish, George White, told him of Jewish examples of executions to try and persuade him that it was morally right to hang the Covenanters, but Sutherland responded by quoting the Scriptures. White eventually gave in, and claimed that Sutherland had the the devil in him. The judges tried to persuade Sutherland to carry out the act, with Dalyell and Drummond threatening him with the boot, but they failed to convince him. The Earl of Kellie then ordered him to be locked up in the stocks where he remained for some time. Drummond ordered his men to aim their guns at him. He was blindfolded and his chest bared, but when it was realised that he was more willing to die than carry out the executions, he was sent to the town gaol where he languished for many weeks before being freed. During his time in the cells he wrote a declaration on his life which was later published in Wodrow’s History of the Sufferings of the Church of Scotland, as well as in other pamphlets.

The Ayr authorities now had something of a predicament on their hands. At length they came up with the idea that they would allow one of the eight prisoners to go free if he would agree to hang the other seven. At first the men doggedly refused, but after some time thinking about the possibility of saving his life, one of them acquiesced. This was Cornelius Anderson, a tailor from Ayr, and according to the traditional tale it is said that he would only agree to carry out the task if the other seven men would forgive him.

On the appointed day, 27 December, the seven men were led out of the tolbooth to the town gibbet, which was affixed to its exterior wall. A large crowd gathered to watch. Cornelius Anderson was so distressed by the thought of carrying out seven murders that the provost of Ayr had to ply him with brandy in order to calm his nerves and make him sufficiently drunk that he knew little of what he was doing. It was he who pulled the lever which caused the trapdoor to open, leaving the men hanging from the gibbet. After each was pronounced dead, the body was lowered down and the next Covenanter prepared.

The seven martyrs were later taken from the tolbooth and buried in the churchyard, overlooking the River Ayr. They were James Smith of the Old Clachan of Dalry, Alexander MacMillan or MacCulloch of Carsphairn, James MacMillan in Marduchat, John Short of St John’s Town of Dalry, George MacCartney in Blairkennie, John Graham of the Midtoun of Old Clachan, and John Muirhead of Irongray.1

The two Covenanters who had been sentenced to die at Irvine lay in their prison cells for another four days. Rev Alexander Nisbet, minister of the parish, paid them a visit during this time. According to an old account, ‘he found them ignorant, and very much discouraged and damped with the near views of death and eternity.’ Nisbet spoke long with the men, and after he had left it is said that their spirits were greatly lifted. On 31 December James Blackwood of Fenwick and John MacCall of Carsphairn were brought out to the gibbet in Irvine, where once again Cornelius Anderson was instructed to carry out the executions. The two men are said to have died full of joy and courage, and the crowds who had gathered to watch admired their spirit. The bodies were later laid to rest in Irvine kirkyard.2

Cornelius Anderson was later so overcome with remorse that he suffered from depression from and misery. He was treated with contempt in the county, and so emigrated to Ireland. Somehow word travelled just as fast, for he could find no work nor lodgings, even as far south as Dublin. He was forced to build himself a crude shelter on the outskirts of the city. Within a few days this structure caught fire, burning Anderson within it.

The town council in Dumfries met on 30 December in order to prepare for the command to deal with the two men taken at Pentland and who had surrendered themselves as prisoners at the battle. It was requested of them that they:


sie their sentence for hanging the persounes, and affixing of the heides and right armes of Jon Grier in Ffourmerkland, and William Welsch in Carsfairne, upon the eminenest pairts of this Burgh.



The provost, Thomas Irving, and his magistrates, ‘condescendit that the Bridge-port is the fittest place quere upon the heids and armes should be affixed, and therefoir appointed them to be affixed to that place.’ The name of the first Covenanter is often given as William Grierson; William Welsh is sometimes described as being from Kirkpatrick Irongray. The death sentence was carried out on 2 January 1667. After they were executed their heads and right hands were cut from their bodies and taken to the bridge port as intimated, where they were displayed on spikes as a warning to the inhabitants. However a rumour sprang up that supporters of the Covenant were planning to rescue the severed parts of the two bodies from the Bridge-port, and so the council met again to discuss how to prevent this. They sent an appeal to the Earl of Lauderdale and asked that they be allowed to move the heads and hands to the top of the tolbooth, which was more secure, and thus frustrate the ‘disloyal personnes who might take them away under the clouds of the night, to the prejudice of the Burgh.’ The corpses of the two martyrs were later buried in St Michael’s kirkyard.3

Four other Covenanters were taken to Glasgow for execution at the same time. Robert Bunton or Buntine of Fenwick,4 John Hart of West Quarter, parish of Glassford, Robert Scott of Shavock farm, Dalserf, and Matthew Paton, a shoemaker from Newmilns,5 were captured on the field of Rullion Green and held in prison for a time. They had surrendered as prisoners of war and had been given quarter. On 17 December 1666 they were placed on trial before the Justiciary Commission in Glasgow where it was pleaded that as quarter had been given they could not be executed, but the plea was ignored. The judges were the Marquis of Linlithgow, Earl of Wigtown, Earl of Eglinton, and Mungo Murray, who ordered the execution to take place on 19 December at the cross of Glasgow. When the men tried to address the crowds from the scaffold the soldiers drowned out their voices with the beating of thier drums. The martyrs were later interred in the cathedral burial ground.6


5

CONVENTICLES

On 13 August 1670 an ‘Act against Conventicles’ was issued by the Scots parliament. A ‘Coventicle’ was a ‘field meeting’ organised by ministers who had been thrown out of their churches and manses and they were growing in number. Attendance could be enormous, and the government was concerned that they were becoming a hot-bed of revolutionary ideas. The act declared that any minister who organised such a meeting was liable to be executed – if someone captured one and handed him over to the authorities he would receive 500 merks – should the minister be killed then the person responsible would be indemnified. Those who attended the conventicles could expect to be fined or locked up in gaol indefinitely. If a conventicle was held in a house or barn, as many were in the early days, the owner of the property could be fined, and should the meeting take place within a burgh, then the magistrates could expect a fine.

Conventicles had taken place for some time before this act was passed. In the 1660s a number of meetings had taken place throughout Ayrshire, such as Galston Muir in July 1665. A warrant was issued on 25 January 1666 against a number of ministers who had officiated at these services. The first conventicle to take place in the Borders occurred in 1672 at Pilmuir, near Lauder in Berwickshire.

Rev Gabriel Semple was probably the first minister to organise field meetings. He was ousted from his church of Kirkpatrick Durham in Kirkcudbrightshire in 1662. Forced to leave his manse also, he moved in with John Neilson, the local laird at Corsock Castle. Semple held meetings at first in the great hall of the castle, but soon it was too small for the numbers attending. He moved into the castle garden and then into the surrounding woods and fields. Neilson was reported to Sir James Turner by the local curate, and he was fined £100. He was later imprisoned in Kirkcudbright tolbooth. When he was released soldiers were billeted in his castle. Neilson was expected to pay for their keep. His wife, Mary MacLellan (d. 1697), and six children were forced to leave the castle, and the soldiers plundered from both Neilson and his tenants. Neilson took part in the Pentland Rising and was tortured by the boots, and even though he screamed fearfully, he told the authorities nothing. Neilson was finally executed at Edinburgh on 14 December 1666.

In 1672 a reward of £400 was offered for Semple’s arrest. He even travelled as far south as Cumberland and Northumberland in 1677 to hold meetings. In July 1681 he was apprehended at Oldhamstocks in East Lothian and cruelly treated on his march to the Canongate tolbooth. He was released due to his ill health, and he fled to England. He died in August 1706.

Followers of the Covenant were willing to risk the fines and sentences in order to hear the preachers. Thousands of Covenanters’ children were taken to these meetings where they were baptized by these ministers. At the Holy Linn, on the Garple Burn near Balmaclellan in Galloway, Rev Thomas Verner baptized 36 children at one service.

Communion was also dispensed at a number of conventicles and these services were some of the most popular. The first conventicles to dispense communion appear to have taken place in 1674. One was held that year at Allanbank, near Edrom in the Borders. John Blackader and John Welsh preached to around 3,200, many of whom took part in communion. At Gateshaw, near Morebattle in Roxburghshire, a large meeting took place in 1677 at which Welsh, Archibald Riddell, Andrew Morton, Patrick Warner and George Barclay dispensed communion. A large communion conventicle was held in August 1678 at Craigdow Hill, four miles from Maybole in Ayrshire, at which Welsh, Warner, Richard Cameron, Archibald Riddell and John Kid took part. This service lasted two days and 7,000 are said to have attended. 600 armed men were posted around the site to warn of attack from government soldiers. Another large conventicle took place at East Nisbet in Berwickshire in 1678, at which 1,600 were able to be seated, 3,200 taking part in total.

Rev William Veitch was a noted field-preacher. At one of his conventicles held at the Blue Cairn on Lauder Moor, Berwickshire, in 1676 almost 4,000 turned up to hear him preach. The Covenanters’ Well is in the vicinity. Although imprisoned on the Bass Rock, Veitch survived the Killing Times and was appointed minister of St Michael’s Church, Dumfries, in 1694. He retired in 1715 and died in 1722, aged 81.1

The first conventicle to be attended by armed Covenanters appears to be one held at Hill of Beath in the parish of Dunfermline, Fife, on 18 June 1670. Rev John Blackader and Rev John Dickson, minister of Rutherglen, officiated. During the sermon armed soldiers came upon the Covenanters. A few Covenanters had come with arms and when the lieutenant of the soldiers withdrew his staff the armed Covenanters advanced on him with pistols. Blackader intervened, and the soldiers felt it was prudent to withdraw and make a report. They compiled a list of those attending and many Covenanters were fined or even banished for taking part. On 5 May 1678 an armed conventicle was held at Whitekirk in East Lothian, to which over 1,000 followers attended. Soldiers arrived on the site, but they were disarmed and sent away. In a scuffle John Hogg, one of the soldiers, was killed. James Learmont was later arrested and executed in Edinburgh on 27 September, not for killing the soldier, but simply for being there. Another skirmish took place at a conventicle held at Cumberhead, near Lesmahagow in Lanarkshire, on 30 March 1679. A party of soldiers who came upon the meeting were easily outnumbered and repelled.

A massive conventicle took place on Skeoch Hill in Kirkcudbrightshire in 1679. There were 6,000 Covenanters in attendance to hear John Welsh, John Blackader, Samuel Arnot and John Dickson, of which 3,000 were allowed to take part in communion. In the centre of the congregation a series of large boulders were arranged in four parallel rows for the communicants, perhaps around 300 in number, to sit on. These stones, known as the Communion Stones, are still there.2

Some conventicles were carried off without any problems. Welsh was the ousted minister of Irongray, in which parish Skeoch Hill is located. He had been asked by many to hold a communion service. Blackader, ousted minister of the nearby parish of Troqueer, was invited to take part, and he had to journey from Culross in Fife to the site. The night before the service he stayed at the house of Caitloch, in Glencairn, home of William Fergusson. Welsh preached on the first day at a place known as Meiklewood Cross and intimated that communion would take place on the following day, not naming the place, but details of its location were passed to adherents.

Arnot, the ousted minister of Tongland in Galloway, opened the service, followed by Welsh. Blackader and Dickson assisted in dispensing communion to those in attendance. Covenanters took it in turn to be seated on the communion stones, returning to hear the main preachers after they had drank wine and eaten bread.

The conventicle had been infiltrated by a few non-adherents, servants in the employ of the Earl of Nithsdale and Sir Robert Dalziel of Glenae. They slipped off early to inform of the conventicle. Word of this came to the Covenanters, who formed themselves up in defensive lines, William Gordon of Earlstoun, and a Nithsdale laird taking charge. Sentries were posted to keep a look out, but after three hours they stood down. The Covenanters then dispersed, spending the night in local barns and houses. A further meeting was held on the Monday at a spot three miles from the Communion Stones, and it too passed without any disturbance.

Not all conventicles were held in the open moors. City and town dwellers often organised meetings within their homes to which friends and acquaintances were invited. The magistrates of Glasgow were requested to suppress meetings in the city on 22 February 1672. On 3 April 1678 Patrick Anderson was summoned before the Privy Council for holding a number of meetings in his home at Potterrow in Edinburgh between the years 1674-8.

Covenanters were most likely to be captured or executedusually on their way to and from conventicles. The fact that they were away from home and probably had a Bible in their possession was enough for the authorities to justify fining or executing them, often killing them where they were found.

In April 1673 James Davie and a number of friends met at his farm of Blackdub, near to Bathgate in West Lothian, in order to hear Rev Archibald Riddell preach. During the service word reached them that a party of dragoons from Mid Calder garrison, under the command of Lieutenant Heron, was approaching. The meeting was brought to an untimely end, and the congregation fled over a wet moss which so hampered the soldiers’ horses that they were unable to follow. The dragoons, however, drew their pistols and fired across the peat moss. Only one person suffered in the gunfire, James Davie, who was later interred at Bathgate. A number of others were imprisoned, with their clothes, Bibles and other belongings taken by the soldiers.3
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THE HIGHLAND HOST

One of the methods employed by the authorities in attempting to quell the Covenanters was the quartering of highland soldiers on the residents of the south-west of Scotland. The commission was issued on 26 December 1677 and by the following January the highland troops were making their way south. It is reckoned that 8,000 highlanders were brought south from Stirling to Glasgow and the south-west. The Ayrshire heritors wrote to Lauderdale requesting him not to send so ‘inhumane and barbarous a crew of spoilers’ into that county. The appeal fell on deaf ears. Those who failed to adhere to the government’s laws concerning worship were subject to becoming the ‘host’ for these soldiers, who would eat the householder out of house and home, and when they moved on they often stole the contents of the house. Around 20 or 30 highlanders were billeted in Mearns parish, but many parishes are known to have put up a lot more.

The soldiers were infamous for their exploits and poor treatment of their hosts, and the threat of them being quartered upon parish heritors was enough to persuade many to adhere to the king’s laws. Indeed, in most areas the highlanders were withdrawn in February 1678. The session minutes of Muirkirk in Ayrshire for 15 April 1678 note that, ‘We had no sessonne for som moneths before this because of the hielanders lying amongst us.’ In south-west Scotland the Covenanters were less willing to accept the king’s authority over the church, and many accounts detail the actions of the highlanders.

A decree of 29 January 1678 stated that everyone should give up their arms. This was an attempt to disarm the public and make it less likely that they would rise against the government. A typical record is that from Largs in Ayrshire, which ordered ‘the Largs heretours, lyferenters, conjunct fiars, tenants, cotters and others to disarm in 13th February at the Kirk of Largs.’

In Kilmarnock a full company of soldiers arrived at the home of William Taylor, a merchant in the town. He was obliged to feed them and keep them for nothing. Another local was James Aird, who lived at Milton. He had 24 soldiers living under his roof for three weeks, during which time he too had to supply food and drink to them. Nine highland soldiers were quartered on William Dickie for six weeks. Likewise he was required to feed the men, and when they eventually left his house, they stole bags full of ornaments, cutlery, plates and a sock full of money, to a total value of around 1,000 merks. The soldiers also maltreated him and his family. His wife was pregnant, yet one of the soldiers stuck his dirk into her side; she died soon after. Dickie himself was struck on a number of occasions for not supplying all the soldiers’ needs and one of the beatings resulted in two broken ribs.

The minister of Kilmarnock, Rev Alexander Wedderburn, was so appalled by the actions of the highlanders in the town that he condemned them in one of his sermons. The highlanders heard this and caught up with him as he walked through the streets. In a scuffle one of the soldiers lunged at the minister with the butt of his gun, winding him and causing him to fall to his knees. He died of a respiratory disease later.

Sir Hew Campbell of Cessnock Castle was a known supporter of the Covenant. When the highlanders came into Ayrshire a garrison of 50 foot and ten horse were quartered in his home. Sir Hew was tried in 1684 on a charge of berating the Covenanters who had failed to fight at Bothwell five years earlier. He was also active in the Argyll conspiracy of 1684-5. He was sent to the Bass Rock and his estates forfeited on 13 June 1685. Campbell was held prisoner on the island until his health began to fail. He was allowed back to Edinburgh where he died in September 1686.

In the village of Mauchline four different memorials of various ages commemorate the same five martyrs, all of whom were hanged there on 6 May 1685. They were not local men, but Covenanters picked up by the highland soldiers on a march from Falkirk. Peter Gillies was a noted Covenanter who was a native of Skirling, in the county of Peebles. He worked as a waulk-miller, but for allowing a Covenanting minister to take a service at the mill in 1674 he was thrown out of his home by the landowner, who had been informed of the service by the curate. He seems to have travelled north and settled in the parish of Muiravonside on the southern extremity of Stirlingshire. His religious beliefs remained as strong as ever, for in 1682 the curate of that parish sent soldiers to his home but he managed to escape. The list of fugitives issued on 5 May 1684 names Peter Gillies in the Walkmill of Woodside as a wanted man, and he had to flee his home. His wife was pregnant at the time, and Peter came home regularly to visit her. Shortly after she gave birth the soldiers watched the millhouse more regularly, and spotted Gillies paying one of his nighttime visits. He was easily apprehended, and his wife had to watch as they threatened to kill him. As the soldiers took him away they carried with them a considerable amount of plunder.

At Peter Gillies’s house was John Bryce, a weaver from West Calder, who had been at the mill to collect cloth which had been dressed for him. He too was apprehended by the soldiers and tied to Gillies. The men were forced to march in front of the soldiers for a few miles before being told to kneel in front of the musketeers. The men thought that they were about to be shot, but the soldiers then seem to have changed their minds, and allowed the men to rise up. The soldiers took them westward instead, towards Carluke.

At Carluke William Fiddieson and Thomas Young were captured by the foot soldiers under the command of Cromwell Lockhart of Lee Castle, which stands nearby. The highlanders then marched further west, arriving at Mauchline on 4 May 1685. Already held in Mauchline Castle was John Browning, the nephew of John Brown of Priesthill. On the following day a trial was set up before Lieutenant-General William Drummond. A jury of 15 soldiers was appointed, and not surprisingly they were found guilty of refusing to pray for the king. The five men were hanged on Mauchline Loan the following day. At the execution they were refused Bibles, and when their corpses were taken from the scaffold they were buried at its foot, without the use of grave-clothes or coffins.1

Some of the ‘Highland Host’ were quartered at Cunning Park House, near Ayr, which was at that time a property of the kirk session. The Earl of Cassillis, who was a supporter of the Covenant, also had highlanders quartered on him. They ate and stole goods to the value of £32,000 Scots from him.

A party of highlanders came to Falla Hill, the home of Thomas and Robert Russell, and took six horses from them. The Russell family were known Covenanters, and in 1679 Rev John Blackader preached at a conventicle here. A year later Donald Cargill did likewise. The Russells were called before Mr Honeyman, curate at Livingston, who requested them to take the Oath of Abjuration, but they refused. The brothers were let off at the time, and seem to have thought that they held some sway over the curate, so they asked him if he could help in getting their horses back. Negotiations went on for a time until the curate eventually gave them a letter which he told them to take personally to the garrison at Lanark, where the horses had been taken. The Russells set off on their journey, but at Carluke their curiosity got the better of them, so they opened the letter. It read, ‘Sir, I have sent you two rebels. Grip them fast. All you have taken from them is too little.’

Although most of the highlanders had left the south west by March 1678, there were some who remained. A party of them were quartered in Annandale and as late as June 1685 a detachment was still based in Leadhills. The monument on the summit of Carsgailoch Hill, south of Cumnock, notes that the martyrs were shot ‘by a party of highlanders’ in 1685.2

Many parishes have records which detail the cost to the inhabitants of putting up the soldiers, sums of money which were long in recouping. Men from Caithness were quartered within the parish of Cumnock, and an account was made later of the losses sustained in the parish.



	The parishes of Cumnock, Old and New, sustained of loss by quartering two hundred and fifty Caithness men, fifteen nights, with some officers
	£1093 6s 8d


	Exacted by their Officers and cleared off their quarters as appears from their notes	£ 200


	Item, dry quarters to some officers
	£ 64


	Free quarters to them
	£ 60


	Plunder by these soldiers
	£ 958 17s 4d


	By quartering ninety-five of Caithness men six nights
	£ 171


	By quartering three hundred and twenty Caithness men one night
	£
96


	Dry quarters and plunder by these
	£ 372 2s 4d



	Extendeth to
	£3015 6s 4d




The total for Ayrshire was reckoned to be around £138,000 Scots.

The total for Avondale parish in Lanarkshire was reckoned to be £1,700, though it has been surmised that this figure was only one third of the real total.

The highland soldiers were responsible for many killings, virtually being mercenaries who balked at nothing. The ‘Highland Host’, according to Wodrow, ‘committed the most notorious outrages, wounded and dismembered some persons without the least show of provocation.’
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