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FOREWORD, by Society Chairman Lt. Col. Malcolm McVittie 

 

 I very much hope that we may look back on 2009 as a seminal year in the 

history of the Society. This may be the case because have decided in 2012 to do 
something to commemorate the 400th Anniversary of the birth of the 1st Marquis of 
Montrose.  This decision came about as a result of the suggestion of a member at the 
Annual General Meeting.  Those who read last year’s Venture Faire will recall a reprint of 
the article in the Scotsman dated 22nd May 1950.  On that occasion now some 59 years 
ago a national commemoration was held in St Giles Cathedral to mark the 300th 
Anniversary of the death of the Great Marquis.  For various reasons, the Society did not 
mark especially the 350th Anniversary in 2000.  If nothing is done in 2012, then a whole 
generation in Scotland will have passed without a national commemoration of a man 
described by John Buchan as a ‘Candidate for immortality’.   
 

Plans are currently being formed and the opinions of a variety of individuals are 
being sought as to how this anniversary can be marked.  But if this does develop into a 
national event the 1st Marquis of Montrose Society will want to be the catalyst and to 
remain very closely associated with it.  We are clear that such an event could easily turn 
into a travesty of the truth; another Braveheart.  We don’t want the event hijacked by 
politicians and other sectional interests but we have to be realistic about what a society 
of our size, with only limited resources, can achieve.  We very much hope that this event 
will raise the profile of the Society and lead to the surge in membership and interest that 
the Society deserves.  We will keep you informed as matters develop. 
 
 This year’s outing was to the Battlefield at Philiphaugh and this is described 
elsewhere not least in the most recent edition of the Newsletter.  We were particularly 
delighted to have been joined at Dinner in Melrose on Saturday 5th September by our 
President, Sir William Macpherson of Cluny as well as by Jamie Macpherson, Alan 
Macpherson’s brother, and his wife Annie.  Their presence made it a very special 
occasion for those members who attended.  During the Autumn Weekend we were joined 
by a number of new members.  I have spoken at length about the need for new members 
but it appears, at present, that new members only replace those who have fallen by the 
wayside.  We must not wait and rely on 2012; we must all get out now and recruit new 
members so that the Society can grow. 
 
 The presently constituted Council of the Society consists of the Office-bearers 
and others who have been co-opted.  Most members of the Council have served for 
some time and we would welcome other members of the Society, particularly those who 
live in Scotland, to take a more active role.  I suspect that there are a lot of hidden talents 
which could be very usefully deployed on behalf of the Society.  Please consider 
submitting articles for the newsletters or for Venture Faire. Don’t worry about being 
contentious or even getting it wrong.  When I published an article about the women in 
Montrose’s life, two members wrote to me to fill in gaps in my knowledge that I admitted I 
did not know.  Weel ah ken tha noo!  In particular, as we approach the more definitive 
stage in our plans for the 400th Anniversary we may well be looking for a sub-committee 
to take matters forward.  Please if you have got something to offer do let us know. 
 
 
           MMcV 

 



 

Newark Castle       
                Malcolm McVittie 

 

The Society visited Newark Castle in Selkirkshire as part of the battlefield tour of 
Philiphaugh this September.  For those of us who have been there before this is 
always a melancholy experience.  It was to Newark Castle that the Irish prisoners 
were taken after the battle of Philiphaugh.  In some very limited way they were 
luckier than others.  A large number of those who survived the battle but who 
did not escape were killed at the site of the battle and the same was true for a 
very large number of the women and children and those who were purely 
involved with the baggage train.  Something must have restrained the Covenant 
Army or its ministers that they did not complete the task at one time.  This might 
have been the restraining influence of David Leslie whose reputation was 
seriously damaged by what occurred after his victory at Philiphaugh. 
 
The captives were held within the Barmkin of the Castle (the curtain wall) for the 
night of 13th September 1645.  During their period of confinement a number of 
local labourers were employed to dig a huge pit.  On the following day the Irish 
Prisoners were marched the half mile to the pit and then shot.  Somehow this 
resembles the shootings that were alleged in Nazi times or even more recently in 
Bosnia or Serbia.  Either way, the execution was summary and there was no trial.  
Some Irish prisoners were taken and moved north to Edinburgh, including 
Manus O’Cahan and Thomas Laghtnan who fought so gallantly and who were 
later to hang from the southern ramparts of Edinburgh Castle overlooking the 
Grassmarket. 
 
Not all sources agree that these Irish prisoners were executed at the pit.  John 
Buchan’s account suggests that the Irish were executed by shooting within the 
Barmkin but there is no explanation of where these bodies might be disposed of.  
They could have been thrown over the hillside into the Yarrow River.  However, 
it makes more sense that they were marched to their death to save the effort of 
transporting their dead bodies.   It is recorded that in 1810, when excavations 
were carried out before building the school at Newarkburn, human remains were 
found. These were assumed to be the remains of the Irish executed on or near the 
site in 1645.  However, enquiries at the Bowhill Estate office reveal that the area 
now known as Slain Man’s Lea was not known as such until these remains were 
found.  Nor is there any evidence of how many remains were found.  Those of us 
who searched for Slain Man’s Lea are aware of the general area but not of any 
specific spot.  Further research may be necessary amongst the Bowhill papers 
which are now in the Public Record Office in Edinburgh. 
 
Newark Castle as can be seen from the photograph is a large 5 story tower house.  
It stands on the Bowhill Estate 3 miles west of Selkirk on the south bank of the 
Yarrow River.  The keep survives with sections of a gatehouse and the curtain 



wall.  The Castle was granted to Archibald Douglas,  Earl of Douglas around 1423.  
It was, however, incomplete at this time and work c ontinued until about 1475.  
The Castle derives its name from the fact that it was ‘New Werk’ as opposed to 
the earlier castle which stood nearby.  The surrounding ‘barmkin’ or curtain wall 
was added around 1550 and the present battlements and two square caphouses 
date from about 1600. 
 
After the fall of the Douglases the castle was held by the crown, and in 1473 it 
was given to Margaret of Denmark, wife of James III .  The Royal Arms are visible 
on the west gable.  Newark was unsuccessfully besieged by an English army in 
1547, but was burnt the following year.  During the  16th Century oval gun-loops 
were added to the south and west towers and similar  gun-loops are visible in the 
south west and east walls of the Barmkin.  The castle was altered for Anna, 
Duchess of Monmouth and Buccleuch, at the end of the 17th century and she was 
the last occupant.  The castle was subsequently visited by Sir Walter Scott and by 
William and Dorothy Wordsworth in 1831. 
 
The castle would have been an ideal place to hold prisoners without fear of their 
escaping. 
                    MMcV 
Sources include: Bowhill Estates - Martin Coventry,  Castles of Scotland (2005) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

SOCIETY MEMBERS GATHER BENEATH THE IMPOSING 
WALLS OF NEWARK CASTLE DURING OUR AUTUMN VISIT 


