
Early Days
Kingussie, a village lately begun in Badenoch, promises to rise fast into consequence, owing to the encouragement 
given to settlers, and the richness of the adjacent country. The feus are granted by the Gordon family, but no 
premium is paid at the entry, nor any feu duty for the first three years; the feuars are thereby left in full possession 
of their money, to enable them to build a good house. They are debarred from building any mud houses.

James Robertson, 1810, Agricultural Survey of Inverness-shire

The village of Kingussie is, with its neat little church at each end, and 
its equable and compactly built houses, altogether a model village, as it 
appears from a distance; and it loses nothing of this when you examine it 
more closely.  Two small streams of water play constantly, on each side 
of the street, and contribute much to the cleanliness which characterise 
the place.  There are a number of merchants and mechanics’ shops, 
which tend to the increase of business and supply the demands of the 
surrounding districts.

A Guide to the Highlands of Speyside, J Murdoch, 1852

Kingussie, we believe, can scarcely be described as a thriving village, as it has no trade or manufacture to 
maintain a large population and possessing a large pauperized population, chiefly thrown in upon it by the 
successive clearings of the adjoining districts. The Court House, Churches, Bank (a branch of the British 
Linen Company), and many of the private dwellings, as well as the Inn, are, however, substantially built.

Guide to the Highlands and Islands of Scotland, George and Peter Anderson, 1850

While the village of Kingussie was in a growing state, it 
offered an asylum to the people thus cleared from the land; 
and when its population began to run over, a smaller village, 
called Newtonmore, received its refuse.  In these two villages, 
and in a few small crofts scattered over the barren spots of 
the parish, have been deposited the dregs of wretchedness, 
which here, as elsewhere, have been produced by extensive 
clearances.

Bankruptcies are frequent among the shopkeepers of the 
village, occasioned by the ruinous system of long credit, 
commonly entailed upon small dealers by a poor population.

As education is widely diffused in this parish, the people 
emigrate voluntarily rather that settle down in a state of 
degrading wretchedness; but, like other Highlanders, they are 
strongly attached to their native country; and the extensive 
emigration which has taken place may be taken as an index 
of the pressure which has been operating upon them in late 
years.

Letters from the Highlands: Robert Somers: 1846

My Dear Sir,
 The tide of emigration to New South Wales has set in to this country 
with a force and rapidity which I think will be of greatest advantage to the 
population who remain, as well as to those who leave us, and to this Colony 
to which they are destined. I may possibly judge more favourably of my own 
countrymen than they deserve, but such is my opinion of them, that I will be 
much disappointed and mortified if they are not found to be the best description 
of emigrants that ever landed on the shores of Australia.
From a letter dated 11th May 1838. D. Macpherson, clearly a man of some importance in 
Kingussie, writing to William Macarthur, famous Australian sheep breeder, wine-maker, and 
horticulturist. 

‘Guma Slan Do Na Fearaibh’ (Here’s Good Health to the People) was composed by 
the ‘Kingussie Bard’ and shepherd, Donald Campbell (Dòmhnall Phàil). It is one of 
the most popular Gaelic songs about Highlanders leaving their homeland. The song 
was composed around 1838 when Badenoch tenants left their homes for a new 
life in Australia. They left Kingussie on St Columba’s Fair day. A cairn was built on 
Creag Bheag, from which the group travelled by cart to Fort William and by steamer 
to Oban. Here a total of 326 emigrants embarked on the ‘St George’. Four months 
later the ship arrived in Sydney with five newly-born babies. Ten emigrants had died 
on the journey. Donald had intended to emigrate with the group, but in the end he 
stayed. 

In the song he alludes to the hard life in Badenoch in those days:

We’ll depart from this region 
Where nothing will flourish

The potatoes are ruined 
And won’t grow for the cold

Far from being a lament, however, the song radiates hope and optimism about a 
better life in a new land. Part of the song translates as: 

A health to the fellows
Who’ll cross o’er the sea! 
To the country of promise

Where no cold will they feel

There we’ll get silk and ribbons 
We’ll get wool in abundance

And the wives will make cloth 
In the style of the North

The 1830s and 1840s were times of poverty, famine and 
emigration. Around one fifth of the population of Badenoch 
emigrated to Canada or Australia at that time. A government 
scheme in the late 1830s provided free passage and by 1840 
Kingussie parish had lost more than 300 people. 

“ The increase (in population) observable, greatly owing 
no doubt to the erection of villages, which have attracted 
people from the neighbouring parishes, would probably have 
been much greater were it not for emigration and the want of 
sufficient employment for the young.  No fewer than 80 souls 
left in 1833 for America.”New Statistical Account, Kingussie,  

Rev. George Shepherd, 1835

Some of the feuars in this village farm with great spirit and taste, according to the most approved system. 
Kingussie contains thirteen or fourteen merchants, who deal in almost every necessary commodity.

New Statistical Account, Kingussie, Rev. George Shepherd, 1835

In 1829 the former minister, and one of Kingussie’s founders, John Anderson described it in an article in the Inverness Courier 
as, “the dirty, miserable village of Kingussie”. The following reply by an outraged resident, signing himself as A. Feuar, provides a 
detailed description of the Village at that time.

“ The village consists of two parallel streets, running east and west, with space between them for houses and gardens, which are 
all well improved, and two cross streets at right angles.  The principal street is the north one, through which the great military road 
passes.  It is built on both sides with good stone and lime houses, most of them two storeys high and slated, and the line is perfectly 
straight.  The south street is only built on the north side, containing a neat manse and an elegant garden, with a good number of 
respectable houses.  At the east end, on a rising hill, stands the church, picturesquely situated. In front of the church, on the centre 
of the green, stands the parish school-house, not only a neat but an elegant building.  Opposite this green, on the other side of the 
road, are situated the doctor and schoolmaster’s houses, with handsome gardens in front.  

About the middle of the village, on the north side of the principal street, stands the Jail and Court-room, with a  half square in front.  
Considerably west from this, on the south side, are the Assembly Rooms with another half square in front; the Post Office on the 
opposite side of the street, with a garden behind.  The street is cleaned every Saturday for the most part, each person cleaning 
opposite his own property.  The greater part of the village is filled up, there being hardly any vacancies in the public street, and it 
contains about 500 inhabitants.”

If our lives were simpler then, they were also harder than today; to take but 
one example, the cutting and carting of peats, which formed our principal 
fuel.  This was begun early in May.  The inhabitants, both male and female, 
would be astir at five o’clock in the morning, and ready to start off for the 
peat moss – four or five miles up the Glen – pushing their big peat barrows 
before them.  The work did not cease until after six o’clock in the evening, 
and the wage for such a day was only nine-pence.  When peats were to 
be carted home, the workers would start as early as three o’clock in the 
morning, to enable them to bring home three loads in the day.

From ‘The Book of Kingussie’, 1911 (looking back to the 1840s)

As regards the dwellings erected in the new village by the original feuars, while they showed a great improvement 
as compared to the black huts in which the country people had lived time out of mind, it must be said that many of 
them were poor enough, consisting of low walls covered with thatch.  Others of rather more ambitious proportions 
were roofed with heavy slabs from the Monadhliath.  There was no attempt at decoration or elegance of design 
in the case of any of them.  Nevertheless, their erection marked a vast stride forward in the advancement of the 
people in comfort, in taste, and in the amenities of modern life.

The arable land all around Kingussie was rented by the villagers, who proved excellent farmers, cultivating their 
acres on the most approved principles, and securing satisfactory returns.  Glen Gynack, as well as the great 
meadow-flat known as ‘the Dell’ they held in common for grazing purposes, so that byres, stables, peat sheds and 
other offices associated with a farm town, were scattered all over the village, connected with the larger houses.

From ‘By Loch and River’, Thomas Sinton, 1910

We were to push on to sleep at Pitmain, the last stage on our long journey.  
We never see such inns now; no carpets on the floors, no cushions on the 
chairs, no curtains to the windows.  Of course polished tables, or even clean 
ones, were unknown.  All the accessories of the dinner were wretched, but 
the dinner itself, I remember, was excellent; hotch potch salmon, fine mutton, 
grouse, scanty vegetables, bad bread, but good wine.

A mile on from Pitmain were the indication of a village (Kingussie) – a few 
very untidy-looking slated, stone houses each side of the road, the bare 
heather on each side of the Spey, a few white-walled houses here and there, 
a good many black turf huts, frightful without, warm and comfortable within.

From ‘Memoirs of a Highland Lady’, Elizabeth Grant of 
Rothiemurchus, 1898 (but writing about 1812)

Over the coming decades the feus were bought up and builders, weavers, merchants and 
others set up home in the new village.  A water channel was led from the River Gynack, 
down to a meal mill, and then behind the houses on the north side of High Street to a lint 
mill, and finally into the Spey near the church.  A tollbooth and school were constructed. 
The present court house was originally built as assembly rooms in 1820, the court and jail 
moving there in 1860. By this time the Spey Bridge had become a stone structure and the 
roads were greatly improved. The Duke of Gordon Hotel was built in 1838, replacing the 
Inn of Pitmain.

Part of the oldest map of Kingussie, 
drawn up by surveyor, George Brown 
in 1812. It shows clearly the early 
buildings and the mill lade flowing from 
the Gynack to the Spey. (Courtesy of 
David Taylor)

The court house of Kingussie, formerly 
the assembly rooms, built 1820.

Dalnahaven, 1805 and  
Old Bank House, 1815 in 
Spey Street are two of the 
oldest houses in Kingussie.

MacRobert House, formerly part of the Highland 
Folk Museum, used to be called Church Hill and 
was built in the early 1800s.

Peat was collected from the Monadhliaths to the north of 
Kingussie, close to an old drove road. This view is looking 
down towards Kingussie and the Spey

This postcard shows the 
Parish Church of 1792 before it 
was destroyed by fire in 1924.

The Old Lodge of Pitmain, built in the 
1780s, has had various uses including 
shooting lodge and manse. More 
recently it housed the original Highland 
Folk Museum

The St George emigrants 
gathered on the top of Creag 
Bheag before departing for Oban.

A watercolour painted by the artist 
Jane Elizabeth Spindler, probably in 
the 1880s, shows two children playing 
shinty in Spey Street. Some of the early 
houses of Kingussie and the gate posts 
of Pitmain Lodge are clearly visible.


