
Setting the Scene
There is no village either in the parish, or in the whole district.  This inconvenience is severely felt.  Not only the luxuries, but even many of the common necessaries of 
life, must be sent for to the distance of more than forty miles. Tradesmen have no fixed place of residence where they can be resorted to…The people have an aversion to 
labour.  The wretched appearance of numbers of them is a sufficient proof of the hardships they endure. Instances of theft are very uncommon.  They are brave, hospitable 
and polite.  They are quarrelsome and addicted to drunkenness…They are naturally fond of learning but the greater number of them can neither read nor write. The Gaelic 
language is most frequently spoken, though the English is tolerably well understood by many of them.

Old Statistical Account, Rev J. Anderson, 1790

While there was no village at Kingussie…there was something more 
than a mere hamlet on both sides Gynack, where a scattered kraal 
of turf shanties had from time immemorial constituted the clachan 
of the parish…Within the area referred to, there were three or four 
ale houses of the most miserable description – wretched hovels in 
which the occupants could hardly stand erect.

From “By Loch and River”, Thomas Sinton, 1910

Glengynack in the 18th Century.
The Kingussie area was divided into several large farms, in 
narrow strips from the River Spey far up into the Monadhliath 
Hills. At the modern-day sixth tee of the Kingussie Golf Course, 
where now there is a single ruined shepherd’s cottage, there was 
once a township of sixteen buildings, which was part of the farm 
called Kingussie Mor. The impoverished tenants paid rent to a 
tacksman, consisting of money, sheep, butter and cheese. They 
were also required to provide labour services. Two crops were 
grown on runrig lands, predominatly oats with some bere (barley). 
They also depended on dairy from cows, sheep, and goats. Cattle 
were used for rent.

By 1799, the year the new village of Kingussie was established, 
a sheep farm had taken the place of the Glengynack township. 
Changes in land use meant that a subsistence farm was no longer 
viable and large numbers were effectively cleared from the land, 
many of whom settled in the villages of Kingussie, and later, 
Newtonmore. 

“ At Pitmain there is an excellent inn, and a spirited landlord, Mr Maclean.  Mr Maclean possesses 
200 acres of low ground adjacent to the river, which in its natural state, was little better than a swamp 
or quagmire; but now perfectly firm, and bearing good crops of corn and hay.  This great work was done 
by first making drains on the surface; then by inclosing with double ditches. His only manure is the 
dung of his farm, which is pretty considerable, as his inn is well frequented.  Oats he chiefly cultivates, 
for furnishing his stables with corn and straw, and yet he diversifies his crops very properly.  His crops 
indeed far exceed any in the neighbourhood. In his high grounds he has a stock of a thousand sheep, 
and also a herd of horned cattle.  He has made great improvements on the latter, by crossing the breed.  
From the reputation they have got, they draw a greater price than any in that country.”Andrew Wight, 1780

In the more settled times that followed the Jacobite Rebellions, planned villages became popular with landowners as 
a way of implementing and managing change on their estates. These might be based on a new industry to generate 
income and employ residents, as well as providing a market place for local produce as new agricultural methods were 
implemented. Vast swathes of the north including Badenoch were owned by the Duke of Gordon. He had a survey 
of the area carried out by an eminent land surveyor and town planner, George Brown, in 1771, and was persuaded 
initially to set up a lint (flax) mill using the waters of the River Gynack. 

“ In the event of a village or new town being created in Badenoch this haugh of Kingussie would be the most proper 
place, and the most centricle in the Country. It is well watered for the accommodation of bleachfields and manufactures 
of any kind, and easie access from the King’s high road…something of this kind could easily be set a-going here, as it 
is a fine agreeable country.” George Brown, Survey of 1771 for the Duke of Gordon

Although the mill was not a success a village site had now been identified. However it was many years before it was 
established. In 1796, the 4th Duke’s ex-wife, Duchess Jane, took up residence at Kinrara, where she employed Rev. 
John Anderson, minister of Kingussie since 1782, as her factor, and together they persuaded the 4th Duke to embark 
upon the project.

Jane Maxwell, Duchess of Gordon and the Fifth Duke
Born in Galloway in 1749, Jane Maxwell was a key figure in Kingussie’s story. She was a 
lively and flamboyant character, friendly with politicians, artists, writers and others of wealth 
and influence. Although separated from her husband, Alexander, 4th Duke of Gordon, she 
took her duties as landowner’s wife seriously. She was popular with her tenants and was 
concerned to improve their welfare. Using her influence with the Duke, she persuaded him to 
have the village of Kingussie founded. 

On her death in 1812 a hearse was pulled by six black horses from London to her home 
at Kinrara, stopping at Pitmain Inn on the way. Her son, George, became the 5th and last 
Duke of Gordon. He inherited many of his mother’s characteristics; he was energetic, hearty, 
generous and popular and became known as the ‘Cock o’ the North’. He died in 1836, by 
which time debt had forced him to sell the lands of Kingussie to Baillie of Dochfour, an estate 
that still retains ownership today.

Employing George Brown and the Duke’s factor for Badenoch, William Tod, the first 
proper surveys and feuing plans for Kingussie were laid out. Following on from this, 
in January and February of 1799, adverts were placed in four issues of The Aberdeen 
Journal, and also later in the Edinburgh press. Several applications for feus had been 
received in the spring and summer of that year and the first building work on designated 
plots was carried out in August 1799.

“ The Duke of Gordon being inclined to have a village erected near to the Church of 
Kingussie, will give every degree of encouragement to tradesmen, manufacturers and 
shop keepers who may be inclined to settle there. There is a stream of water running 
close to the spot, fit to turn machinery of every kind; and there is a lint mill already built 
on the premises.  Shoemakers and weavers are most particularly wanted in the country 
and may depend on finding constant employment.”A New Village at Kingussie in Badenoch, Aberdeen Journal, 1799

James ‘Ossian’ Macpherson
James Macpherson was born in Ruthven in 1736. At age ten he would have 
seen troops burning the Barracks after the defeat at Culloden. Later he worked 
as a schoolmaster in Ruthven. It was whilst working as a tutor in Moffat that he 
introduced some ‘translations’ of epic Gaelic poetry, allegedly by the 3rd century 
bard, Ossian, which caught the attention of influential enlightenment figures in 
Edinburgh. Although this poetry, along with later additions, made him famous, it 
caused enormous controversy with English scholars like Samuel Johnson, who 
regarded it as fake, maintaining that James had written it himself.

His books were feted in Europe, however, and had a huge influence on the 
Romantic Movement. He made a fortune as a political lobbyist in the East India 
Company and later became an MP. 
On his retiral he purchased Balavil Estate near Kingussie, around 1790. 
Architect, Robert Adam was asked to design a house on the site of the old Raitts 
Castle. Some of the stonework was kept, but a classical façade and several 
ornate features and extensions were added. The new house was very grand 
and must have been astounding to the tenants in the nearby thatched townships 
at Raitts. It was a bold statement of wealth. However James was regarded as 
a kind and generous landlord. He died in 1796 and was buried in Westminster 
Abbey.

John Macpherson of Ballachroan – The Black Officer
Another controversial figure from the 18th century, Macpherson was a recruiting officer 
with the British army. His harsh methods led to unpopularity and stories about him being in 
league with the Devil. This superstition was further encouraged when his enlightened farming 
methods led to spectacular success with crops and livestock. When the old church in Middle 
Churchyard was replaced by one on the mound of Tom a’Mhoid in 1792, he pillaged the stones 
to construct a two-storey farmhouse at Ballachroan. Although many people regarded him as 
a fine gentleman, others believed he had received a just reward when he perished in a snow 
avalanche during a hunting trip to Gaick in 1800.

When a wooden bridge was built across 
the Spey at Ralia in 1765 the emphasis 
shifted to the Kingussie side of the Spey. 
Instead of following Wade’s military road 
which involved crossing the ferry on the 
northern outskirts of Kingussie, travellers 
were channelled along the north side of the 
Spey, where Newtonmore and Kingussie 
later developed. Ruthven was bypassed and 
went into rapid decline.  An Inn was opened 
at Pitmain on the west edge of Kingussie by 
an enterprising agricultural improver, John 
Maclean. A new church was built in 1792 on 
Tom a’ Mhoid (the Mound of the Court), on a 
site once occupied by standing stones. The 
parish school moved from Ruthven, ending 
up on a site below the church. 

In the 18th century there was the Kirktown of Kingussie and the Castletown of Ruthven on opposite banks of the Spey. These were not 
towns in the modern sense. Kingussie consisted of a straggling collection of turf-roofed and mud floored dwellings, occupied by people 
who existed by subsistence agriculture. Ruthven was the more substantial settlement at this time with an inn, shops and a school, 
and overlooked by the Hanoverian barracks on a flat-topped mound formerly occupied by various castles, including a stronghold of 
the notorious Wolf of Badenoch in the 14th century. Meanwhile Kingussie had a series of churches, starting from St Columba’s time in 
the late 6th century when monks established a church beside the Gynack Burn, in what is now St Columba’s churchyard. In the same 
location a 15th century priory was built.  After the reformation, for a time, the church was divided in the middle, allowing Protestants to 
worship at one end and Catholics at the other.

Stone font and inscription marking the site of the 
original church of Kingussie

The area around Pitmain at the west end of 
Kingussie, with John MacLean’s dykes and 
ditches still in evidence.(Courtesy of David Taylor)

Balavil House. (Courtesy of 
Allan Macpherson-Fletcher)

Ballachroan. The arch is all 
that remains of the Black 
Officer’s two-storey house.

Old cultivation rigs 
on Kingussie golf 
course, originally part 
of Ardbroilach Farm.

A typical 18th century farming 
township.(Courtesy of David Taylor)

A reconstructed Badenoch 
township at the Highland 
Folk Museum, Newtonmore. 
(Courtesy of David Taylor)

The site of Glengynack township 
at the top of Kingussie golf course. 
The ruin of a later shepherd’s 
cottage marks the spot.


