
Kingussie and the Wars

The war with Germany ended in May 1945. In Kingussie the pipe band played in a flag- bedecked High Street and hundreds of 
people marched to the market stance where a large bonfire was lit with an effigy of Hitler on top. Another bonfire was lit in August 
when Japan surrendered and lorries drove around town with oil drums beaten by children. In 1947 a plaque was unveiled on the 
war memorial with 23 names on it. 

“ We got hit by a German Messerschmitt (near Frankfurt) and had one 
engine on fire…up about 20 000 feet. We came down very quickly to about 
10 000 and the fire was still blazing away. And I was sitting right up the 
front and was preparing to bail out…and then we lost another two engines, 
so we actually flew on one engine for a short period, which a Lancaster 
could do but you couldn’t maintain that for very long…We eventually got 
home. That was really scary – we thought we’d had it that night.”Tom Wade

“ There’s still a building standing that was a Drill 
Hall, where the army occupied it for their training. It 
was a wartime store and they kept flour and sugar; 
emergency rations were kept in it. We were just 
youngsters at the time. And my grandfather Dallas 
who had the mill, he had the keys and looked after this 
place…and the sugar was kept in hessian bags…and 
we would go in with a wee sharp stick, the sugar would 
run out into a cup and we’d close it up and nobody was 
any the wiser. So we always had a wee bit of sugar or 
flour.” Jim Dallas

“ My mother was brought up in a home of plenty really and… we always 
had plenty. The only time I remember…shortage of food was when my 
own children were small and that was …the Second World War and it 
was a struggle then to get food. But I think I brought the three of them up 
on the flour and the oatmeal from the mill, when they were babies.”Doris Dallas, BOHP 1984

The ladies of Kingussie kept the troops fed by operating 
canteens and, as the rationing began to bite, they started a 
‘Dig for Victory’ campaign and grew their own vegetables.  
Dances were held in the Victoria Hall to raise funds for various 
deserving causes and campaigns. Ladies of the community 
became ‘lumber Jills’, drivers, searchlight operators, wireless 
operators and a host of other jobs.

“ One thing I do recall were the Indian soldiers coming up in convoy 
and we went down to watch them going through with their mules. And 
they went up into the Cairngorms to do some training but it was so cold 
that a lot of them perished. They couldn’t survive in the cold because they 
weren’t used to it. And there are war graves out in the new cemetery.”John Johnstone

Kingussie played its part during hostilities, as did 
other towns and villages throughout the country.  It 
saw an influx of regiments from other countries, 
including: the Canadian Forest Service, who worked 
in Badenoch for many years; a Norwegian mountain 
section, who came here to carry out mountain 
warfare; and an Indian transport section, who made 
camp in Kincraig.  

“ The military were stationed here during the war and the Silverfjord Hotel and 
Pitmain Lodge were taken over by the army. It was ambulances. They had to be 
stationed somewhere and Kingussie was always on the main road and the main 
railway with good connections north and south, so that was one reason they came 
here… A lot of the guys were married; this would be 1939, 40, 41; they took their 
wife and children and got digs, so there were a lot of boys in our class at school from 
different parts of Britain.” Hamish Johnstone

In 1939 as the outbreak of war approached, 
children were evacuated from the cities, 
and Kingussie received its share, increasing 
the school roll dramatically. Evacuees from 
Edinburgh arrived on the late train and the 
W.R.I. provided hot meals for them in the 
school. Life in the Highlands must have been 
very strange for these children who had been 
taken away from their parents and had little 
knowledge of life outside a big city.  Most of the 
children had returned to their homes by the end 
of the year.

“ And that is another sad memory I have, because I organised many 
informal outings for the ’39 boys who came back, whom I had known as 
being little children in Kingussie and they would come back for a brief 
holiday and we would stand round the piano in the Victoria Hall and sing 
until midnight, and I remember clearly on the very last occasion, these boys 
sang ‘Red Sails in the Sunset’ and I was very, very overcome with that…It 
was the last time that a number of these ones ever sang.”Cath Hunter, BOHP 1984

“ And then, of course, the outbreak of the ’39 we were all in church in the morning service when it was announced 
from the pulpit and that again was rather a gruelling experience for people…for mothers in particular, who were 
there with their boys in the church and the father had already been through the ’14-18 and I remember, although I 
wasn’t affected to that degree, I remember fearing keenly for some of those who were present.  That was ’39.”Cath Hunter, BOHP 1984

Second World War, 1939-45

“ But I tell you, when the men came home, there was a lot of unemployment, and they changed their jobs; 
they went into other jobs. I can remember that pretty well, because some of our own did that.  Alastair…he 
packed up and off to Canada, so that was the end of things for him in Kingussie…and lots of others too.”Jessie Dallas, BOHP 1984

“ Well I know they went to the Drill Hall for a dance anyhow…Armistice night we all met, that was 
1918.  Yes, and of course all the young men were still in France, weren’t they, at that time; they didn’t 
get home for some time, so that it wouldn’t be a very interesting dance perhaps for a lot of us.”Jessie Dallas, BOHP 1984

“ I was born when it broke out but I still remember the men marching over the bridge on the road to 
the station.  I remember that because of one fellow whose father had been in the army; I remember him 
coming running down Spey Street swinging his bag over his head. “Hurray the war’s over”, and that 
picture stuck in my mind ever since.” Malcolm Fraser, BOHP 1984

“ Oh, we were shrouded in sadness; even as a young person I remember, I can still recall….the feeling 
in our home when we would get news of yet another of the men who had been in the Butcher shop…
either missing or killed and the telegrams would come pouring in.  They came in batches often and the 
families were so affected that their sorrow was really felt in a group more than even individually.”Cath Hunter, BOHP 1984

“ When the casualty figures began to come in, it’s then it was more brought home to you ...what a terrible 
thing it was.  You notice it in a small community because…the majority of the young fella’s had been in the 
territorials and therefore they were all grouped together, and in one battle you could lose say fifty percent 
of them right away.  I know two or three families here who have lost two or three sons…in the First War.”William Johnstone, BOHP 1984

“ I think to begin with, when they came first they were all smart when their uniforms were new and they 
liked going about in that, but later on, as time passed, they became a bit… poorly clad I would say.”Jessie Dallas, BOHP 1984

(On soldiers returning on leave)

“ I know the women felt much more 
important because they were all taking the 
men’s jobs and that suited them quite well, a 
lot of them; the suffragette types! Yes.”Jessie Dallas, BOHP 1984

“ I joined the Red Cross in 1916 and we were quite active and we used to gather sphagnum moss and knit socks 
and that… and then there was a tea table at the station…and quite a few of the women went away to munitions, 
and then some of the Red Cross ones went away to hospitals and married Canadians and New Zealanders.”Janet Cameron, BOHP 1984

During both World Wars the station was particularly busy with many 
troop trains passing through, especially to and from Invergordon.  It was 
then that the local branch of the Red Cross organised a tea table on the 
platform for the troops.  During the first war, when evening papers were 
not received in this area, local people met in the station in the hope of 
getting news which was often telegraphed through from Perth.

“Kingussie Station” From an article in the Strathspey & 
Badenoch Herald, 3rd Feb.  1984

“ I remember that summer there was a camp up in the golf 
course of the territorials and afterwards it always came to my 
mind that these young boys going away back up from the 
town to the camp at night in the golf course, singing away…..
Goodbye my Bonnie Maggie Darling; and I says little did they 
think in a few months they would be away themselves and 
most of them wiped out.” Janet Cameron, BOHP 1984

“ I was just school leaving age and so I was pulled in…not into the army but into the business. Then one of these, a local lad, 
Macpherson, Jim Macpherson, he was killed at the same battle in France where many of the local lads were killed – Festubert. 
It was a small skirmish I suppose as battles go, but it was a bad one; big loss of life.” William Johnstone, BOHP 1984

Kingussie’s contribution to the forces, home and colonial, will, in proportion to its population, compare with any other burgh 
in the United Kingdom…When the eagerly awaited order for mobilisation came, it found the Kingussie men ready and willing 
to play their part in the world drama. Kingussie people will not readily forget that bright August day in 1914 when the town’s 
company of Territorials left their homes and situations for an unknown destination, many of them never to return.

It was at Festubert that the toll of Kingussie men was heaviest.  It was here that Captain John Campbell was last seen or heard 
of…The gallant officer was last seen firing for all he was worth at the advancing Germans, covering as best he could the retiral 
of his men until he fell.

“Kingussie’s War Record” From the Peoples Journal, 30th October 1915

First World War, 1914-18
Local troops gathered outside 
Duke of Gordon Hotel, 1914 
(Courtesy of Isobel Harling)

Local soldiers preparing to leave 
from Kingussie station for France, 
1914. (Courtesy of John Robertson)

Territorials camp on Kingussie Golf 
Course, 1908. (Courtesy of Isobel Harling)

Cameron Highlander, Alex MacLean, during 
World War One. (Courtesy of Joe Taylor)

From a leaflet issued at the unveiling of the 
Kingussie war memorial. The roll of honour has 
sixty names on it.(Courtesy of Una Cochrane)

Presented to Pte Alex MacLean 
in 1919. (Courtesy of Joe Taylor)

The Picture House 
in the Victoria Hall 
was showing a variety 
of light-hearted and 
uplifting films at the 
time of the D-Day 
landings in 1944.

Putting an air-raid siren on the court house 
roof in 1939. (Courtesy of Gillean Clark) Kingussie school group from the 

1940s. (Courtesy of John Johnstone)

Colonel Singh visits the Indian war graves in 
Kingussie Cemetery. (Courtesy of Isobel Harling)

A wartime wedding group at Kingussie 
station circa 1940. (Courtesy of Morag Barr)

RAF Photograph, showing the flight crew 
of Isobel Harling’s brother John. The 
bomber was downed over Brussels with 
no survivors. (Courtesy of Isobel Harling)

A leaflet showing that Kingussie had by 
far the biggest per-head figure for their 
war savings efforts in the Highlands and 
Islands during the Second World War.


