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BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIR OF THE LATE RIGHT HONOURABLE

SIR JOHN SINCLAIR, BART., FOUNDER AND FIRST PRESIDENT

OF THE BOARD OF AGRICULTURE, &c. &c. &c.

FROM the days of Cato the Censor, down to those of Cur

wen of Workington Hall, there is no greater name in the annals

of Agriculture than that of Sir John Sinclair. This praise may

at first appear startling, but the more the matter is examined ,

the less reason will appear for our language being considered

that of exaggeration. Were it possible to throw ourselves back

to the commencement of the last half century, and accurately to

examine the situation of rural affairs at that period, and then

to contrast the present with the past,-what we now behold

around us, with the situation of our ancestors fifty years ago,

we would have not only ample cause for satisfaction, but for

astonishment. What, within nearly the same epoch, medicine

owed to Cullen, chemistry to Black, and steam to Watt, agri

culture owes to Sir John Sinclair. To his active mind may be

traced the germs of a thousand improvements, of which others

claim the practical merit, and of which the world at large is at

this moment reaping the advantage. What was a collection of

mere isolated facts, he formed into the elements of a science. He

classified and arranged ; shewed what was still wanting, and sug

gested the most probable means of supplying the deficiency.

From a chaos of jarring opinions he educed beauty, harmony,

and order ; and from the comparison of data, established a sys

tem of practical inferences. Nor was he a speculator at the ex

pense of others. He commenced with his own estates. Where

he failed he was the sufferer in his own property ; but where he

succeeded, the way to improvement and prosperity was imme

diately laid open to the public. Nor were his speculations con

fined to mere farming-to the art of extracting the greatest

quantity of marketable produce, from a given extent of the

earth's surface. His object embraced the general prosperity of

the human race. He took into primary view the advantages

and disadvantages of geographical situation ; the healthiness and

longevity of the inhabitants ; the classes of the population ; and

the reciprocal influence of agriculture, manufactures, and trade
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upon each other, both in relation to commercial prosperity, and

to morals and religion . In the prosecution of this great and

engrossing scheme for ameliorating the condition of humanity,

no man of any age or country has devoted more labour, or that

labour more successfully, than the late Sir John Sinclair. Nay,

the word Statistic, a word now in every mouth, and which is

pregnant with such a mass of implied information, had not even

an existence in the English language, at the commencement of

his career.*

The subject of the following biographical sketch was the re

presentative of a principal branch of one of the oldest and most

nobly descended families in the north of Scotland . The sur

name of Sinclair, or De Sancto Claro, is originally from France.

Waldernes, Compte de Saint Clare, having married Helena,

daughter of the Duke of Normandy, cousin-german of William

the Conqueror, crossed over with that prince in 1066. His son

William, a youth of distinguished merit, soon afterwards came

to Scotland, and was well received by Malcolm Canmore. He

became steward to Queen Margaret, and received, as a reward

for his services, the lands and barony of Roslin, as well as seve

ral others in the Lothians. He was the founder and head of all

the Scottish Sinclairs ; and the Ulbster family is one of the oldest

and most important branches from the parent stem. They trace

back their descent to the ancient Earls of Caithness, and have

possessed the lands of Ulbster for upwards of two centuries,

"Many people were at first surprised," says Sir John , in his History of

the Origin and Progress of the Statistical Account of Scotland, " at my using

the new words, Statistics and Statistical, as it was supposed that some term in

our own language might have expressed the same meaning. But in the course

of a very extensive tour through the northern parts of Europe, which I hap

pened to take in 1786, I found that in Germany they were engaged in a spe.

cies of political enquiry, to which they had given the name of Statistics ; and

though I apply a different idea to that word, for by Statistical is meant, in

Germany, an inquiry for the purpose of ascertaining the political strength of

acountry, or questions respecting matters of state ; whereas the idea I annexto

the term is an inquiry into the state ofa country for the purpose of ascertaining

the quantum of happiness enjoyed by its inhabitants, and the means of its future

improvement ; yet, as I thought that a new word might attract more public

attention, I resolved on adopting it, and I hope that it is now completely na

turalized and incorporated with our language.”—Statistical Account, vol. xx.

p. 13. 14.
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Even before the Union with England, it was of such weight as

to have more than once represented the county of Caithness in

the Scottish Parliament.

George, the father of the distinguished subject of this me

moir, was the son of John Sinclair of Ulbster, the heritable

Sheriff of Caithness, a gentleman distinguished for his spirit

and talents. He received the principal part of his education

under the justly celebrated Dr Isaac Watts ; and enlarged his

understanding and knowledge of the world by foreign travel, in

company with Lord Sandwich, afterwards First Lord of the

Admiralty, Lord President Dundas, and other distinguished

characters, whose friendship and regard he ever afterwards re

tained. Dr Blair, Dr Robertson, and many others of the cele

brated literati of the last generation , were in the circle of his

intimacy. On his return to his native country, he married

Lady Janet Sutherland, the daughter of William Lord Strath

naven, by whom, besides several children who died young, he

had two sons and three daughters. John succeeded him in the

family estates ; and James, who had entered the army, died in

early manhood. Of his daughters, Helen was married to Colo

nel Campbell of Barcaldine, in Argyleshire ; Mary to James

Home Rigg of Morton ; and Janet to Lord Polkemmet, one of

the Senators of the College of Justice.

Having died at Edinburgh on the 31st August 1770, he was

succeeded by his son John, who was born at Thurso Castle, in

the county of Caithness, May 10. 1754, and who was of course

in his seventeenth year when he succeeded to the family pro

perty. The estate, during his minority, was taken charge ofby

his mother, Lady Janet Sutherland, as was also the superintend

ence of his education. *

• How estimable a parent Sir John Sinclair lost in the death of this lady,

may be seen from the following letter, containing her last injunctions for his

future conduct in life :

" MY DEAR SON, " THURSO EAST, 9th June 1783.

" Before this can be delivered to you, I shall have bid a final adieu to this

vain world, to all its concerns, and all my connexions in it. The death of

an affectionate parent will naturally affect a son of your sensibility. I ear

nestly pray Almighty God to grant his choicest blessings on you, my dear

son, your amiable wife, and promising children. May you always endeavour

to serve God faithfully, and to worship him with reverence. May religion
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Sir John Sinclair received the elements of his classical know

ledge at the High School of Edinburgh ; and he was also fortu

nate in receiving private tuition from the amiable and accom

plished John Logan, who had been recommended to the family

by his friend and patron Dr Blair. At a mature age he

pursued consecutively his studies at the Universities of Edin

burgh, Glasgow, and Oxford. It may easily be supposed that

the varied modes of conveying instruction at these distinguished

seminaries did not pass unnoticed by his observant mind ; and

that it suffered nothing, but gained much, from this diversified

education. A more extensive acquaintance with the academical

world was thus opened up to him ; and he had an opportunity

and virtue be the rule of all your actions ; and suffer not the temptations or

allurements of a vain world to make you swerve from your duty.

"My settlement, of date 1776, which will accompany this, will give a strik

ing proof of my attachment to you and yours. May the blessing of God ac

company it. Your sisters I recommend to your affectionate attention. I

hope they will merit it. Mrs Campbell has a large family, which she will

find it difficult to educate and to provide for. Mrs Riggis happily married to

agood husband, and is in great affluence. My dear Jessy is happy under your

and Mrs Sinclair's protection. I hope you'll be a father to them all.

" As to your own concerns, I entreat you to observe economy, and beware

of impositions. Reside as much in Caithness as possible, and do not trust too

much to the management of others in the conducting of your affairs. You'll

find few to trust. Self-interest with some, popularity with others, you'll have

to encounter. Even my long experience was not proof against their arts.

Keep short accounts with those you employ in every capacity ; and do as much

ofyour own business and affairs as possible yourself.

" I don't approve of setting large tack (or farms) to tacksmen. They often

oppress the poor people under them.

" To be in debt is a most disagreeable situation to be placed in. Tocon

tract it is easy, but how very difficult to repay. It lessens one's importance,

chagrins the temper, and ruins a family. Beware of cautionry, and engage

ments for others.

" I have had a variety of trials and afflictions in life, with malice unprovok

ed,-disrespect and indifference. These I did not merit or resent, and I now

forgive.

“Adieu, my dearest son, till we meet in another world ; as I trust, in the

mercy of God, and through the merits of an all-sufficient Saviour, that we

shall meet in a state of bliss, and endless happiness, where the wicked cease

from troubling, and where the weary are at rest.

"Mayyou and yours be happy. God bless all my dear children, prays

Your affectionate mother,

"JANET SINCLAIR."
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of balancing, in his own judgment, the merits of the particular

systems then in vogue among the learned.

So early as his fifteenth year he had shewn a decided turn

for literary composition, and before he was sixteen had begun

sending his effusions to the periodicals of the day. Some of

these boyish productions have been preserved, and do no discre

dit to the future man. *

On his return to his native country from Oxford, he applied

himself to the study of law, not with the view of following it

out as a profession, but to gain an acquaintance with the national

institutions. In 1775 he became a member of the Faculty of

Advocates, and was afterwards called to the English bar. The

circle of his acquaintance was thus greatly extended, although

we do not find, except in a few instances, that reciprocity of

taste and talent continued to bind him, in after life, to the com

panions of his legal studies.

In the same year he made an excursion into France with his

brother, Lieutenant James Sinclair, to whom he was most af

fectionately attached, and who was at that time in bad health.

After visiting Paris, the brothers proceeded to Dijon, and thence

by Avignon to Aix en Provence. The season, however, in

stead of being a warm one, was found by the travellers to be so

inclement, that the object of their journey was in a great mea

sure frustrated, and their sojourn at Aix was of short duration.

In 1780, Sir John, then Mr Sinclair, was elected Member of

Parliament for the county of Caithness, where his estates are si

tuated ; and he had also the same honour conferred on him at

the elections in 1790, 1802, and 1807 ; but as the county of

Caithness was only alternately represented in the British Parlia

ment, he was, during the intervals, chosen for the boroughs of

Lestwithiel in Cornwall, and Petersfield in Hampshire. He

thus continued, with the intervention of a very short interval, a

member of the House of Commons, till July 1811, being a

space ofmore than thirty years.

His attendance on his parliamentary duties was most assiduous

and exemplary ; and, in 1782, he published a tract, entitled,

" Lucubrations during a short Recess ; with some Thoughts on

• In Appendix A. to vol . xx. of the Statistical Account of Scotland.



574 BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIR OF THE

the Means of Improving the Representation of the People."

From the attention it excited in the political circles, it called

forth an answer from Lord Camelford, as well as from others,

and must have been, in every respect, highly flattering to the

feelings of the young author.* This he followed up by another,

in the same year, under the title of " Thoughts on the Naval

Strength of the British Empire, in answer to the late Lord Mul

grave, one of the Lords of the Admiralty." In this pamphlet

the author explains the reasons, according to his own judgment,

for the superiority of the British over the French navy. At

this time the naval character of the country had been greatly

depreciated ; and it was said to have been maintained, even by

Lord Mulgrave himself, that if a continental peace enabled

France and Spain to concentrate their powers, they would prove

more than a match for Great Britain on the occan. After press

ingon the attention of the Ministry the propriety of establishing

a militia force, he published his " Considerations on Militias

and Standing Armies ;" and the suggestions which he threw out

on that occasion were afterwards adopted in practice. His only

other connexion with the press about this period, was in the

publication of an anonymous tract, " The Propriety of Retain

ing Gibraltar, impartially considered." It was supposed by

many at the time to have been the production of the first Lord

Camelford.

Sir John Sinclair has been often heard to declare, that no cir

cumstance connected with his Parliamentary career ever afford

ed him more entire and unalloyed mental satisfaction, than the

success of a measure which he, about this time, suggested to the

House of Commons, for alleviating the distress and wretched

ness caused in the north of Scotland by a failure of the crops.

Accounts from above a hundred parishes bear witness of the

miserable state to which they were reduced. The cold and

stormy summer of 1782 so fatally retarded the ripening of grain,

that, in October, the oats and barley were still green. At the

commencement of that month frost set in with the severity ofan

The first publication of Sir John, which we have been able to ferret out,

was an 8vo volume, printed at Edinburgh in an earlier part of the same year,

and entitled, " Observations on the Scottish Dialect." Never having chanced

to meet with it, we can of course say nothing of its plan or execution.
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Arctic winter ; and, in a single night, laid the hopes of whole

districts desolate. The frost-bitten grain became white, and

the progress of ripening was at an end -the garden produce,

from want of sun, was destitute of its wonted nourishment ; the

turnip and potato crops were dwarfed and destroyed ; the mar

kets were nearly unsupplied , and what was brought for sale was

of the worst quality. In some parishes the oats were cut out

from amidst the ice and snow in the middle of November ; and,

in that of Mar and Dalarossie , they continued buried up till

the February of the following year.

The oatmeal produced from this blasted and unripened har

vest was dark in colour, and of an acid, disagreeable flavour

at once innutritious and high-priced. Many were compelled to

kill their cattle, and eat their flesh without bread. The poor

along the sea-coasts subsisted chiefly on whelks, limpets, cockles

and other shell- fish. Numbers lived on nettles, of which they

made a kind of coarse soup, and even snails were salted for win

ter provision.

This nearly utter deprivation of the meanest necessaries of

life extended over several counties, and included a population of

more than a hundred and ten thousand souls ; and, indeed , the

narrative of their sufferings, and of the shifts to which they were

reduced to preserve mere existence, was liker those related of

the shipwrecked on a desert coast, or of the generous enthusiasts

of a polar overland expedition, than of a Christian community

in a civilized land, and at their own firesides. By the force of

his appeals, and his unwearied exertions in the cause of his suf

fering fellow-creatures, Mr Sinclair succeeded in getting the

subject referred to a committee of the House. Although no

precedent could be produced from the National Journals of any

grant for a similar purpose, yet, in such a touching light had the

case been set before them, that they voted an Address to the

Crown, assuring his Majesty, that the House would make good

whatever expenses might be incurred in the endeavour imme

diately to mitigate the horrors of such an appalling calamity.

Nor could any thing be more gratifying than the result of this

generous donation. The grant, so opportunely made in provid

ing food for the hungry, was also, in a great measure, the means
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of removing the almost pestilential degree of sickness caused

mainly by cold and deficiency of nutriment. *

It should have been mentioned that, in 1776, Mr Sinclair

married Sarah, only daughter and heiress of Alexander Mait

land, Esq. of Stoke Newington, in the county of Middlesex, a

near relation of the Earls of Lauderdale, by whom he had two

daughters, Hannah, since dead, who wrote the celebrated letters

"On the Principles of the Christian Faith," and Janet, the wife

of Sir James Colquhoun of Luss, Bart.

Towards the close of the American war, when the national

prospects looked altogether lowering and gloomy, when the loyal

were disheartened at the success of rebellion against the mother

country, and when a spirit of disaffection and distrust hovered

over the mass of the people, Lord Stair, Dr Price, and a num

ber of other distinguished political partizans, added to this

gloom , and fomented this discord, by maintaining that the finan

ces of the country were irretrievably ruined, and that national

bankruptcy must immediately ensue. To dissipate the cloud

which had thus spread itself over the public mind, Mr Sinclair

published, in 1785, his " Hints on the State of our Finances." In

this pamphlet he triumphantly refuted the doctrines which had

been so perniciously inculcated on the subject ; and the excellent

effects of his exposition were felt no less abroad than in Great

Britain. So struck was Sir Joseph Yorke, then our ambassador

in Holland, and afterwards Lord Dover, with the spirit and

ability displayed in this essay, and of the sanatory change which

it produced in the national mind, that he is said to have decla

red that " it ought to be printed in letters of gold."

From this publication, the authority of Mr Sinclair as a

financier took its rise, and its popularity and success gave his

"Nor was it alone in the northern parts of Scotland, where this calamity

was experienced. Even in Lauder, in Berwickshire, it was the end of De

cember before the harvest was finished, after the greater part ofthe crop was

destroyed by frost and snow. In the parish ofHolywood, in Dumfriesshire,

there was a heavy fall of snow on the 2d of November 1782, which covered

the corn so deep, and lay so long, that it could not be cut for several days af

terwards. Even in Ayrshire, the snow fell before the corns were cut down ;

the greatest part were in the fields, and much destroyed by frost."

Vide Analysis of the Statistical Account of Scotland, Appendix No. 3. to

chapter iii. p. 41.

•
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opinion great weight with the monied interest of the country.

The author was then residing at Brighton ; and he was there

waited on by Sir James Eisdale, then an eminent banker in

London, for the purpose of his being consulted regarding the

extension of the banking system in England, where it was then

scarcely known. The plan, which Sir James submitted to him,

was such as highly met his approval, and Mr Sinclair was the

more able to speak of the advantages of it, from his knowledge

ofthe benefit derived to the country from the Scottish Banks.

Thus countenanced in his schemes, Sir James was immediately

induced to put them into practice ; and, before his return to the

metropolis, he made the circuit of several of the English coun

ties, where he established about twenty branch banks, in con

nection with his London house. Hence sprung the extension of

the English banking system, and how much of its prosperity

and power can be traced to this circumstance, need not be told

to those versant with the trade and manufactures of the nation.

But it seems necessary that time should be allowed to sanction

improvements however palpable, before their beneficial operation

is generally admitted ; and hence, unfortunately, Mr Pitt could

not be induced, notwithstanding the urgent application of Mr

Sinclair, to require such bankers as issued notes to give secu

rity for them. The overlooking of this necessary check wasthe

cause of much distress ; inasmuch as needy adventurers circu

lated notes without the means of paying them, and in their in

solvencies involved many, who had incautiously put faith in the

stability of their credit.

In 1784 he applied to Mr Pitt for the grant of a baronetage,

to which he had a claim, as heir and representative of Sir George

Sinclair of Clyth ; and, in 1786, this claim was acceded to, in

his being created a Baronet of Great Britain , with remainders to

the heirs-male of his daughters by his first wife,-—a destina

tion of which there is scarcely another example on record.

In this first section of his parliamentary career, Mr Sinclair

came in contact with, and securedthe friendship and correspond

ence of Lord North, afterwards Earl of Guilford, at that time

Prime Minister ; of the Earl of Sandwich, First Lord of the

Admiralty ; of Lord Viscount Stormont, Secretary of State for

PPVOL. VI.-NO. XXXII.
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the Foreign Department, nephew to the justly celebrated Lord

Mansfield ; and the Right Hon. William Pitt. * In the great

contest which took place between that distinguished and pre

eminent statesman, and his rival Mr Fox, in 1784, Mr Sinclair

strained every nerve in his support, and so influentially, as to

receive letters of thanks both from himself and from his confi

dential friend the Marquis of Abercorn .

- In the year 1785 Mr Sinclair engaged seriously in inquiries

on political subjects in general, and collected a great mass of

materials from different sources. The first published form

which part of these assumed, was in an essay " On the Pub

lic Revenue of the British Empire." In it he concentrated

the essence of a vast variety of publications on the subject, and

offered many luminous suggestions of his own. The work was

subdivided into three parts, two of which at this time appeared,

and the third in 1790. As, in the subsequent editions of this

work, it assumed almost a new form, we must content ourselves

with simply mentioning it at this period of his labours.

In the same year, Mr Sinclair suffered a sad domestic bereave

ment in the death of his wife. Indeed, so deeply was he affect

ed, that he had almost resolved on retiring from public life, and

resigning his seat for Lestwithiel, which had been procured for

him through the medium of Mr Pitt. To soothe his mind, and

alleviate the pressure of this deep affliction, he was induced to

make a short excursion to Paris during the Christmas recess ;

and being there known, not only as a member of the British

House of Commons, but as an author on financial and other po

litical subjects, his reception in the French capital, at that period

a place of great interest, was in the highest degree gratifying to

his feelings. He breakfasted with the literary circles, dined

with the political, and supped with the fashionable. He also

directed a great part of his attention at this time to the commerce

and manufactures of France. During this visit to the French

capital, he acquired the personal friendship of the immortal Buf

fon, of Necker, of his daughter, afterwards the celebrated Ma

dame de Stael-Holstein, of Madame de Genlis, and of others

whose names are familiar to the voice of fame. By a happy

chance, his fellow-travellers from London were Joseph Mont

* Vide Correspondence, vol. i. p. 64–92.



LATE SIR JOHN SINCLAIR, BART, 579

golfier, the distinguished chemist, arithmetician, and aeronaut ; *

Argand, so well known for his improvements in the construction

oflamps; and Reveillon, the great paper-manufacturer, whose pre

mises Mr Sinclair found one ofthe most interesting objects inParis.

While there, he was enabled to make observations on several

subjects of national moment. The improved machines for coin

age, invented by Monsieur Droz of Switzerland , were at that time

unknown in England ; and having prevailed on that gentleman

to explain his plans to Mr Bolton of Birmingham, he was thus

the means of introducing this superior mode of coinage into the

British mint. At the same time, he brought over the know.

ledge of a discovery still more valuable. Having gained the

acquaintance of Monsieur Clouet, director of the national esta

blishment for making gunpowder, he had some very import

ant improvements in the manufacture of that article explain

ed to him. These, on his return, he communicated to the Eng

lish Government ; and the Board of Ordnance were thus enabled

not only to make a considerable saving in expense, but to pro

vide an article very superior.†

* Montgolfier informed Sir John that he and his brother were paper manu

facturers in Languedoc, but had always felt a strong attachment to chemical

and mathematical inquiries. They were thence led to procure all the infor

mation they could regarding those subjects. Montgolfier then stated, that he

and his brother had talked over the possibility of ascending themselves, or of

sending up large bodies from the earth, at a very early period, without how

ever, having ever made any experiment to prove whether the idea was prac

tical or not ; but that having accidentally read an account of some experiments

made by Dr Black, which explained the nature of the various kinds of airs or

gases, and, in particular, their difference in point of weight, he immediately said

to his brother, " The possibility of effecting what we talked of some time ago,

seems to be proved by this great chemist : Let us try some experiments to

ascertain its practicability." The progress ofthe discovery afterwards is well

known. It is doubtful whether the attempt would ever have been made, had

not the brothers been paper manufacturers as well as chemists ; but the point

which should be publicly made known is this, that had it not been for Dr Black's

discoveries, no experiment would probably have been tried by the two Mont

golfiers. This Sir John had on the evidence of the elder Montgolfier, who

always mentioned Dr Black with that respect to which he was so peculiarly

well entitled.

+ It is rather a remarkable circumstance, that Dr Watson, the celebrated

Bishop of Llandaff, claims the merit of proposing to Government that the

wood employed in making gunpowder should be distilled in cylinders, which,

he avers, produced a saving to the country of a hundred thousand pounds per

Pp2
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In 1786, Mr Sinclair resolved on making an extensive tour

through the northern countries of Europe, with a view of con

templating their political and commercial phases. In the course

of this journey, he travelled above 7500 miles, and made many

valuable observations on the political, commercial, agricultural ,

moral and religious state of the Netherlands, Holland, Denmark,

Sweden, Russia, Poland, Austria, and Prussia. He had per

sonal interviews with the Emperor Joseph, the Empress Catha

rine, the Grand Duke of Russia, afterwards the unfortunate

Emperor Paul, Stanislaus of Poland, Frederick William the Se

cond of Prussia, Gustavus the Third of Sweden, Frederick the

Sixth of Denmark, the Prince of Orange and Holland, and the

celebrated Prince Ferdinand of Brunswick, the hero of Minden.

It was not till the year 1830, when Sir John published two large

volumes of his correspondence, that a digest of the remarks made

during these travels was submitted to the public. They are in

many respects both valuable and interesting, not only as relat

ing tothe period when they were made, but as affording grounds

for contrast with the moral and political aspect of those domi

nions at the present day. Many graphic illustrations of per

sonal character are preserved ; and we have glimpses, as it were,

into the private life of many whose names are blazoned on the

rolls of historic renown. On his return, he established a corres

pondence with Count Hertzberg of Pomerania, minister to the

King of Prussia, and author of several valuable works on agri

cultural subjects ; Count Bernstoff, prime minister to the King

ofDenmark, whose son, the young Count, was induced to make

a visit to Britain in 1800, principally with a view of acquiring

That this discovery appertains to France, and was brought over to

England in the manner mentioned, there can be no doubt. Indeed we have

seen the memoranda of Sir John, in which he takes notice of his having con

fidentially mentioned the circumstance to the Bishop ; and of his having arran

ged a meeting between the Duke of Richmond, then Master-General of the

Ordnance, and the Doctor, who was personally unacquainted with his Grace.

annum .

Dr Watson has sadly misconstrued the circumstances of this visit, if, as im

plied in his Anecdotes of his own life (vide, p. 149), he supposed it an applica

tion made by Government to him for his advice, as to improving the strength

ofgunpowder.

That the merit of introducing the Continental improvement into Great

Britain appertains to Sir John Sinclair, is as certain, as that Sir John did not

write the Bishop's justly celebrated " Apology for the Bible."
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agricultural knowledge, that he might be the more able to en

courage, judiciously, the arts of husbandry in his own country ;

Count Marcoff, the ambassador from Petersburg at the Swedish

court ; as well as with many other distinguished political and li

terary characters on the Continent. Sir John was thus the for

tunate means of opening up a good understanding between men,

who had formerly stood aloof from each other from want of some

common bond of union : and, from the communication of know

ledge and sentiment which subsequent epistolary correspondence

disclosed, many facilities were given to the furtherance of the

arts of peace, and the general welfare of the human race. The

foundation of many agricultural societies throughout Europe

may be traced to the ramifications of the spirit which here be

gan to unfold itself ; and, without its fostering influence, many in

stitutions at this moment flourishing, and doing practical service

to humanity, would never have been dreamt of, or, if tried,

would have perished for lack of countenance and support. The

observations which Sir John was also able to make on commer

cial subjects at this time are also particularly worthy of atten

tion, from his having grounds for drawing general deductions,

by a comparison of the effects, in different kingdoms, of monopo

lies, prohibitions, and exorbitant duties ; as also on the varieties

ofthe moral constitution ofman, attributable to national govern

ments, and efficient or defective systems of education.

While in Germany Sir John more particularly directed his

attention to the flourishing manufactures of that country, and

carried away with him a variety of hints, which were afterwards

put to practical purpose at home, by being communicated by him

to those most likely to profit by them. Among others, Mr

Wedgwood, to whom the earthenware manufacture of this coun

try owes so much, was so gratified with the information regard

ing the making of china, which was thus obtained for him, that

he presented in return to Sir John a dessert set of his finest

ware.

On his return to his native country in 1787, Sir John com

menced those improvements on his own estates, which have

tended in a great measure to give a new physiognomy to the

shire of Caithness. In a paper, drawn up by himself at a sub

sequent period, he well remarks, " That it is a peculiar disad
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vantage attending the cultivation and improvement of a remote

and neglected district of a country, that every thing is to be

done, and that a great variety of new and important objects must

be attended to at one and the same time. Those who live in a

part of the island, that has already made considerable progress,

can hardly form an idea of the difficulties which must be sur

mounted, when towns and villages must be erected, as centres

ofcommunication and business ; when roads and harbours must

be made, for the sake of domestic and of foreign intercourse ;

when manufactures must be established, to provide employment

for the surplus population, which an improved system of agri

culture, and the enlargement of farms, necessarily occasion ; and

when new breeds of animals, new instruments of husbandry, and

persons skilled in new modes of cultivation, must be introduced

from distant parts of the kingdom. If it is possible, however,

by the application of a great capital, and of great attention, suc

cessfully to carry on these objects together, the one has a ten

dency to promote and to encourage the other ; the spirit that is

excited for the improvement of one article rouses a similar spirit

of energy in regard to another ; and a new race of people is in

a manner formed, who, from a state of torpor, ignorance, idle

ness, and its concomitant poverty, are animated to inquiry,

roused to exertion, and impelled to obtain by their industry the

acquisition of wealth." *

Nothing can be conceived more unpropitious in an improve

able light, than the estate, as it originally passed into the hands

of Sir John Sinclair. It was situated in five parishes, Thurso,

Halkirk, Reay, Wick, and Latheron ; comprehended 100,000

acres, or more than a quarter of the whole surface ofthe county

of Caithness ; and was estimated at nearly a fourth of the whole

rental. Excepting afew large farms, or what are called Mains,

it was at that time occupied by a number of small farmers, to

the number of eight or nine hundred, holding their possessions

in what are called rig and rennel, or intermixed with each other ;

and, beyond the outer fence of this motley farm, were nothing

but wide uninclosed commons, free to all the neighbouring pro

prietors. A moiety of rent was paid in money ; but by far the

See Sketch of the Improvements carrying on by Sir John Sinclair, Bart.

-printed anno 1803.
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larger portion of it in grain, lamb, poultry, and other articles of

produce.

Sir John found it, in the first place, necessary to establish some

large farms, with a view of inducing persons of a competent

property, to direct their attention to agricultural pursuits, as a

suitable means of employing capital. As an incentive to others,

he took into his own hands the farm of Stonefield, originally

possessed by eight of the small tenantry ; yet, deeming that a

mixture of small farms is advantageous in a thinly peopled coun

try, he encouraged them to settle in towns or villages, or in what

have been since termed cottage farms. Having brought it into a

proper state of cultivation, he let it at a very moderate rent, so as

to induce the tenant to build a suitable house, and complete the

improvements which had been commenced. To insure this,

certain stipulations were entered into, by which the tenant was

obliged to go on liming and marling to a certain extent every

season ; as, without this agreement, it was quite evident that

the improvements would neither have gone on in the same de

gree, nor with the same rapidity.

To give the new system a fair trial, regular plans were drawn

up of the different farms, by which it was ascertained how they

could best be distinctly divided, and in what situations the

houses and offices should be built. Services of every kind were

abolished, as also thirlage, or restriction to particular mills. The

miller was made a separate profession, whose care it was to bring

the corn to the mill, and to carry it to market. The tenants

were tied down to a regular rotation of crops, until the advan

tages of animproved system of husbandry should be made appa

rent to them ; and every assistance was given them in procuring

proper seeds, especially clover, rye-grass, and turnip . The sell

ing of peat was prohibited, as an obstacle in the way ofthe ten

ants for collecting manure for their farms ; and the burning of

coals for fuel was recommended, principally with the view of

keeping their whole attention directed to their farm management.

Every facility was at the same time given them of purchasing

marl ; and lime was delivered to them at Thurso, at the lowest

price at which it could be imported. Small premiums were also

distributed, as an encouragement to industry. Many judicious

hints were also at the same time distributed among the farmers.

*
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They were recommended in the taking of land to have sufficient

capital at starting, and never to depend on credit ; to study

their profession carefully before commencing it on their own ac

count, and rather to cultivate fifty acres well, than a hundred

in a slovenly manner ; to endeavour to raise the best grain,

to keep the best stock, and to cultivate the ground at the least

possible expense. *

By following out this system of improvement, in a short time

2181 Scotch, or 2617 English acres, were brought under its

operation ;-1046 as pasture, and 1135 as arable land ; the

farmers themselves confessing, that they had themselves been

amply remunerated, wherever they had rigorously followed out

the chart prescribed for them.

A plan was also laid down for letting the hill farms on

Skinnet and Leurary. It was suggested that they should con

sist, as nearly as possible, of twenty-five acres each, with an acre

for house, garden, and offices, while the remaining twenty- four

should be subdivided into fields, each of four acres, calculated

for a rotation of six years. The leases were to be for twenty

one years, and from one to five shillings an acre as rent for the

first seven years, with a gradual increase during the remainder

of the lease. On entering upon his lease, each tenant, on find

ing security for his laying out the same properly, was to get a

sum of money to assist in building operations, and, at its expiry,

a certain additional sum was to be allowed him, according to

the value of the premises erected. The position of the house

and garden was to be under the direction of the proprietor.

It was stipulated that twelve acres should be put into a state

of cultivation within the three first years, and four acres every

year after, until the whole were brought under the plough. The

subdivision of this part of the arrangement was, that, after the

first seven years, the tenant should have eight acres in corn,

eight in pasture, four in green crops, and four in sown grass,

either cut green, or made into hay, and the rotation was to be

thus-1. Fallow or green crops ; 2. grain, with grass seeds ; 3.

grass, either made into hay or cut green ; 4. pasture ; 5. ditto ;

* Vide Appendix to Henderson's General View of the County of Caith

ness, p. 42-46,
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and, 6. oats ; and so on till the expiry of the lease. The

tenants were also to be allowed at entry a sum of money for

inclosing, on finding security for executing the same, according

to a plan laid down ; and sheep, being so destructive to hedg

ing, planting, and similar improvements, it was stipulated , that

none should be kept without the express leave of the proprietor.

In a short time no less than fifty farms on this plan were laid

down, in addition to the tract bordering on the old arable fields.

Great exertions were made to bring this extensive tract into

cultivation, and, even within the first year, considerable progress

was made. The greatest difficulty the settlers experienced con

sisted in the provision of hay and straw for their cattle and

horses, until they could raise those necessaries themselves. In

cultivating extensive wastes, it is for this reason necessary that

there should be some arable land in the vicinity ; and, from this

circumstance not being sufficiently attended to, many attempts

at improvement have been entirely frustrated, which might

otherwise have proved successful.

The improvements in the parish of Wick and the lower part

of the parish of Latheron were, at the same time, carried on

with great energy and success by Captain Brodie of Hopeville.

Houses were built, mosses drained, villages planned, wastes in

closed, harbours cleared, and roads made. On the grounds of

Wester Clyth and Roster, great attention was also paid to the

fisheries by Dr Henderson. Where only one boat had been

employed in the herring-fishery, he, in a short time, increased

the number to thirty, exclusive of a number of small ones ;

and the produce of one year was three thousand barrels of

herrings.

The improvements on the estate of Langwell were on a still

more extensive plan, and were carried into effect with even still

greater success. Besides the inclosure of arable and the im

provement of waste lands, it was resolved to raise the value of

that extensive property principally by converting it from cattle

into sheep farms. The great difficulty at the outset arose from

the estate being occupied by not less than eighty small tenants,

whose united rental did not exceed two hundred and fifty

pounds per annum. Nothing was bred but a few cattle, and

nothing fed but some wandering red -deer, on the upper part of
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the property. Humanity, however, required that five hundred

offenceless individuals should be provided for ; and this was

done by adopting the plan of cottage farms, each consisting of

two acres of arable land. In reference to this property, Sir John

Sinclair has well remarked, that " of all the means of bringing

a mountainous district to a profitable state, none is so peculiarly

well calculated for that purpose as the rearing of a valuable

breed of sheep. A small proportion alone of such a description

ofcountry can be fit for grain, and, in regard to cattle, for every

pound of beef that can be produced in a hilly district, three

pounds of mutton can be obtained, and there is the wool into

the bargain. Besides, wool is an article easily transported, of

essential use, for which there is in general a regular demand,

and which is capable of great improvement. Sheep, also, gene

rally sell with less variation of price than cattle, and are easily

driven to market."*

In a pecuniary point of view, the advantages which resulted

from these improvements on the estate of Langwell were very

great, and within a few years raised the rental from under three

hundred to above sixteen hundred pounds per annum ; and, in a

moral point of view, were of incalculable benefit to the natives of

the district. A spirit of industry and emulation was introduced,

and the women had spinning-wheels distributed among them by

wheel-wrights, who were set up there for that purpose. Nothing,

at first sight, could be more forbidding, more complicated, and

operose, than this system ; and yet, by perseverance, it was made

to answer beyond the most sanguine expectations. A rude was

converted into a civilised district, and the country was improved

without being depopulated .

In connection with the estate of Langwell, it should be men

tioned, that at the time when Sir John purchased it, he hadcom

menced his plans for the improvement of British wool ; and it

occurred to him as a most proper place, to ascertain whether a

'certain breed of mountain sheep, to which had been given the

name of Cheviot, would thrive in those more northern districts.

"Alike in Northumberland and in Caithness the idea was scouted

as visionary. Among the northern mountains sheep had never
f

2

* Vide Appendix to Henderson's General View of the Agriculture of Caith

ness p. 58. I
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been kept during winter, except in houses ; and it was thought

impossible to make them brave the boreal storms. Sir John,

however, was determined not to abandon the attempt without

trial ; and knowing that, if he made it on a small scale, and

trusted the sheep to the care of native shepherds, they would

be allowed to perish, he sent north a flock of five hundred at

once, accompanied by the most experienced shepherds. The

succeeding winter happened to be a stormy one, with great falls

of snow ; yet the flocks prospered, and few suffered either from

disease or want. The principal loss arose from the attacks of

foxes in spring on the young lambs ; and it required great vi

gilance to keep that nuisance under. In a short time it was

found, that instead of perishing, the Cheviot sheep throve fully

better in Caithness than even on their native hills, and their

numbers had increased to six thousand. i

When Sir John purchased the estate of Langwell, the rental

was only L. 282, and he bought it for L. 8000 ; but so much

had he increased its value by improvements of every kind, that

when he was subsequently induced to sell it, it brought him the

sum of L. 40,000, -an increase quite unprecedented in the an

nals of buying and selling.

Having thus described, in a general way, the plan of agricul

tural improvement introduced by Sir John Sinclair into Caith

ness, both as adapted to the valley and mountain districts, we

cannot do more than merely allude to the concomitant improve

ments accomplished, in the way of forming roads, raising plant

ations, working mines, establishing inns for the accommodation

of travellers, constructing harbours, and opening up new chan

nels for the extension of commerce and manufactures.

Great difficuities were at first experienced in improving the

roads in the county of Caithness, the soil being either of clay or

peat, and the materials for making or mending them of a softish

quality. Sir John, however, got Government interested in the

undertaking, and perhaps the greatest exertion ever made in

road-making in Scotland was when he had 1270 men employed

at one time, along the side of the hill of Bennichiel, and laid

down six miles in one day. Nor was the situation of Caithness

more favourably adapted for the growth of plantations, being a

promontory, two-thirds of which are surrounded by the sea,



588 BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIR OF THE

whose spray is so injurious to the growth of trees. Add to

this, that the soil of a great part of it lies on a flat rock, pre

venting the roots from penetrating to a proper depth. At

tempts were however made, with considerable success in many

places that seemed of little promise ; and, in the parts adjoin

ing Sutherland, on the eastern coast, not less than 320,000 Scotch

firs, besides 22,000 larches, ashs, mountain ashs, elms, and syca

mores, were thriving in situations which at one time appeared

destined to perpetual sterility and bleakness.

In the fisheries a new source of wealth and industry was open

ed up to the inhabitants ; and they, to this moment, continue, as

all know, in a most thriving state. Indeed, no district in the

British dominions is better calculated for that branch of com

merce, there being above forty different varieties of fish, either

in the fresh waters of the county or in the adjacent seas. The

greater part of the cod with which the London market is sup

plied, is taken almost within sight of the town of Thurso, and the

fishing-smacks employed for the purpose rendezvous at Scrab

ster Road, in its immediate neighbourhood. The most import

ant branch of the fishery, however, is that of herrings, which are

cured for home or foreign consumption. Sir John Sinclair early

foresaw the extent to which these fisheries might and would be

carried ; as also their vital importance to the prosperity ofCaith

ness. So early as 1787, he induced the Messrs Fall of Dunbar

to re-establish the cod-fishery, which had been nearly abandoned

for many years ; and he furnished capital to John Sutherland

of Wester, and to John Anderson of Wick, to enable them to

commence a herring-fishery on the east coast, which ultimately

proved so successful as to have yielded, in one year, above

200,000 barrels.

Sir John also procured public aid for increasing harbour ac

commodation ; and, at the expense of L.12,000, that of Wick

was completed. An act was also obtained for constructing the har

bour of Thurso, which if completed would prove so beneficial to

the neighbourhood. From the sale ofthe surplus produce ofthe

farmer, an incitement was given to commerce ; and while he was

accumulating capital wherewith to improve his stock, the quali

ty of his grain, and his implements of husbandry, as well as in

crease his domestic comforts, his intercourse with the trader
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tended to mutual prosperity and enlightenment. The commerce,

which had hitherto been insignificant, and consisted chiefly of

grain, cattle, and fish , rapidly increased ; and a trade has been

opened up, not only with the Baltic, but with the West India

Islands. Tanneries have been erected, bleachfields laid down,

and woollen manufactories established.

Impressed with the idea, that wherever a number of inhabi

tants are collected together, they furnish a market for agricul

tural produce, which of course increases with the demand, Sir

John used every exertion to enlarge the town of Thurso, at that

time containing sixteen hundred inhabitants. It was, however,

very irregularly built, and in some parts so crowded as to be

prejudicial to the health of the people. He therefore resolved

on laying down the plan of a New Town, to be built regularly,

and in which he consulted both beauty and convenience. How

well this has succeeded the reader need scarcely be reminded.

Its situation for commerce is admirable, being within a few

hours sail of the German and Atlantic Oceans ; and nothing

can surpass its convenience for fisheries, that great source of

northern wealth. It is pleasing to think, that almost by the un

aided enterprise of one mind, what was in the memory of man

the bare bank of a Highland river, is now a flourishing town,

with its churches and market-places, its boarding-schools and

academies, its shops and warehouses ; that the silence and the soli

tude is now filled with the hum of human life, and that elegance

and comfort have taken the place ofthose necessities, which chain

ed down man to an estate so much beneath his physical capa

bilities as well as his immortal destiny.

Such is a meagre and general outline of the improvements

which Sir John Sinclair planned, attempted, and successfully

carried into execution in the shire of Caithness. Let it be re

membered, that when he succeeded to his estate, the whole coun

ty might be said to be in a state of nature. The tenantry had

not a single cart in their possession ; and, even if they had, there

was not a single road anywhere. Every article, not excepting

manure, was carried on horseback, and the ground was almost

everywhere cultivated on the common field, or alternate ridge

system. So numerous were the disadvantages under which his

improvements-by many they were considered mere innova



590 ·BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIR OF THE

tions were commenced, that they would have daunted and

cooled a spirit of ordinary energy and enterprise. He had not

only to arrange plans, but he had to provide the adequate capi

tal for carrying these into execution. He had not only to pro

cure from other districts the hands requisite for various branches

of the intended system of improvement, but he had to overcome

the prejudices, many and deep-rooted, of the natives themselves,

and stimulate them to worthy exertion . All this was carried on

in the midst of a foreign war, which diminished the number of

labourers, checked circulation in the remote provinces, and aug

mented public burdens, already but too severely felt. How suc

cessfully, however, may be attested by comparing the population

census of the kingdom in 1810 with that of 1820. It will there

be seen, that the proportionate increase is greater in Caithness

than in any county in the British empire ; and not only was the

population numerically greater, but one of a very different kind,

from what had inhabited these shores in previous generations.

Enterprise, industry, morality, and religion, went hand in hand

together. The coasts were occupied by extensive fisheries ; and

the soil, allowing for difference of climate, exhibited as excellent ,

and as skilful management, as the most celebrated districts of the

Lothians. *

Pope, however, has well remarked, that " Envy will follow

A native of Caithness (Mr George Anderson), was induced by feelings of

gratitude, to bequeath to Sir John Sinclair, claims to a very large amount

against the Nabob of Arcot. The bequest was made in the following terms:

" Having received the fullest assurances from the Right Honourable

Henry Dundas, in person, and from the Minister, conveyed to me through

the channel of George Rose, Esq . that my claims upon his Highness the Na

bob of Arcot should be their business to see adjusted ; as his Highness has

candidly acknowledged the various sums lent him were for the use ofthe Hó

nourable Company-I do hereby assign and make over the whole of those

claims above stated, to my much respected friend, Sir John Sinclair, as the

grateful tribute of his countryman, in order to enable him to carry into exe

cution those patriotic measures, which his public spirit and his philanthropy

have suggested, but which his fortune may not be adequate to."

As there was every reason to hope that a legacy, left in such terms as these

would be made effectual, it was natural to rely on its being rendered avail

able ; but when the question came under the consideration of the Carnatic

Commissioners, they found thomselves, unfortunately, under the necessity of

disallowing the claims, from the difficulty of procuring the necessary evidence

from such a distance as Madras.



LATE SIR JOHN SINCLAIR, BART. 591

merit like its shade." Many minds were incapable of taking in

the extent of operations, which to their feeble comprehensions

seemed theoretic and Utopian. There was too much uprooting

of old prejudices not to excite detraction and invidious sur

mises ; and these feelings were necessarily aggravated by the

circumstance of its being requisite to remove many from their

humble, and rude, and unambitious, yet ancestral dwellings, to

give scope for what sceptics set down as mere experimental spe

culations. Attacks, on this score, were made upon Sir John,

even in some of the English newspapers. But to more than

counterbalance the ignorance and ingratitude regarding the

character of a great man, which these manifested, he was pre

sented, in 1811 (when his plans had received " ample room and

verge enough" for practical application) , with an address from

the Magistrates of Thurso, " acknowledging with gratitude,

that, amidst other pursuits of a more extensive tendency, the im

provement of his native county had been the peculiar object of

his care and attention." Previous to this, the Lord Lieutenant

and Freeholders of Caithness had tendered him a vote of thanks

for having carried through so many measures, which had proved

" a solid foundation for the future prosperity of the county."

Before leaving this part of our subject, it is pleasing to add the

testimony of one of the great living ornaments of the Scottish

bar, to the merits of the subject of this biography. Mr Forsyth ,

in his dedication to Sir John Sinclair of the fifth volume of

the Beauties of Scotland,-that containing the Account of

Caithness, eulogises him in the following terms :-" Sir, this

volume is respectfully addressed to the distinguished promoter

and patron of the important art to which nations owe their sub

sistence ; of whom, in future times, it will be said, that he

found means to diffuse among mankind a larger portion ofuse

ful knowledge than had been accomplished by any individual

of his own, or of any former age." We make no commentary

on these sentiments so true in themselves, and so simply, yet

beautifully, expressed. On the one hand, it must have been

delightful to know, that the merited subject of such a panegyric

was of his own nation and generation ; and, on the other, it must

have been no small gratification to be thus made aware, that the
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philanthropic labours, intended for the good of all mankind,

were at least appreciated by the wise and good among them.

In 1788, Sir John Sinclair was created a Doctor of Laws by

the University of Glasgow, and, in the same year, was married,

for the second time, to Diana, daughter of Alexander Lord Mac

donald, by whom he had thirteen children, seven of whom were

sons, and six daughters. His oldest son, the present Sir George

Sinclair, is member for the shire of Caithness . *

Having mentioned the success of Sir John's speculations, in

carrying the system of sheep-farming into the northern districts

of Scotland, we turn now to his exertions in an important branch

of the same subject,—the improvement of wool.

Prior to this period, the introduction of turnips and other

coarse articles of food had greatly deteriorated the quality of

British wool, and ruinously depressed this hitherto most lucra

tive and important department of home-manufacture. The con

sequence was, that importation was, year after year, rendered

more and more necessary ; and the production of British fleeces

ceased to be a principal source of national opulence. It struck

Sir John as rather singular, that the Shetland Islands, on the

other hand, should produce a wool of a very superior quality,

and suitable for the softest and finest fabrics. With his usual

• When Sir George was a youth of sixteen, travelling on the Continent, an

incident befel him, which, as it is highly honourable to the European reputa

tion ofhis father, we cannot pass over without notice. The following extract

is from a German newspaper, the Erlanger Zeitung, of the 18th October 1806,

and was copied into many of the south German newspapers :—

"A few days ago a young Englishman who had been for some months at

Gotha college, and was on his way to Dresden, along with his tutor, a native

of Germany, was brought early in the morning by a horse-patrole before the

Emperor Napoleon. The persons who arrested them took them for spies ;

something, however, struck them about the young man, and they brought him

into the Emperor's presence, who in person condescended to examine them.

His Majesty was gratified and much pleased to have an opportunity of shew

ing his regard for literature, and eminent characters of whatever nation ; for

the young Briton turned out to be the son of the well-known financial and

statistical writer, Sir John Sinclair of Scotland, who had given his sou the

advantages ofa continental education. It is unnecessary to add, that the in

teresting youth was furnished with a passport, by desire of the Emperor, and

very civilly dealt with. It was remarked, that he had a plan of education,

written by his father, upon him when arrested, and that plan saved himfrom

the harshness of a rigid examination, and even personal danger. "
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avidity for information, he put out feelers everywhere ; and at

length, during the sittings of the General Assembly of the Scot

tish Church in 1791 , of which he was a lay-member, he found,

in the person of a clergyman from that remote quarter, an indi

vidual capable of enlightening him on this subject. His first

impulse was to bring the subject before the Highland Society ;

but, discovering that their funds were inadequate for the prose

cution of his object to any available extent, he resolved on insti

tuting a Society, solely for the purpose of improving British

wool. The institution once established, its business was prose

cuted with an energy almost unexampled. To ascertain the

merits of the respective breeds in the British dominions, intelli

gent individuals were sent to the principal districts, and accounts

of their investigations on the subject were submitted to the pub

lic. Specimens of a valuable breed, from the neighbourhood of

the Cheviot Hills, were distributed throughout Scotland ; the

custodier of the royal flock of France, M. D'Aubenton, sent

several rams and ewes to the Society ; and from Italy, from

Iceland, and even from Abyssinia, and the East Indies, speci

mens were procured by the exertions of spirited and enterpris

ing members

Such was the success of the Institution ; and still more to

get the public mind interested in these beneficial inquiries, it

was resolved to hold a great sheep-shearing festival . At first

sight this might appear rather outré and overstrained ; but the

proof of its applicability to the purpose intended was judged of

by its success. It was held at New-Hall Inn, on the 1st of July

1791. About one hundred and ten individuals of rank and dis

tinction were present, of whom seventy were gentlemen, and fifty

ladies ; and the company were received as they arrived by Sir

John, the chairman of the Society. A grass plot in the garden

of Mr Dundas of Duddingston was appropriated to the purpose

ofthe exhibition ; specimens of various kinds of wool were shewn,

and dressed skins of a variety of different breeds, with the fleeces

adhering; whilethe grounds were set offwith suitable decorations.

Sheep of various countries were collected in the garden, and

on the neighbouring banks,-Spanish, English, Scottish, Shet

land, and a few Abyssinian, sent by Mr Dundas of Dundas.

a q
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After the sheep-shearing, during which the superiority ofMr

Cully's clipper was greatly admired, the wool of the various

breeds was labelled and exhibited, with remarks on the pecu

liarity of texture, by which each was characterized .

The evening of the auspicious day was spent in conviviality

and dancing; and, when the chairman gave as his first toast after

dinner, " The Royal Shepherd of Great Britain, and success to

his Flock," a round of twenty-one guns was fired by the Hind

Frigate, which lay at anchor on the adjacent coast. Besides a

large proportion of the nobility and gentry of Scotland, who

made up the company, Sir Thomas Blackett, Mr Askew, and

others, came even from England to be present on the occasion. *

In the May of the previous year the idea of that great na

tional undertaking, the Statistical Account of Scotland, had sug

gested itself to the mind of Sir John Sinclair ; and being, as

we have mentioned, a lay member of the Assembly of the

Church, it occurred to him that he might be able to prevail on

a great proportion of the clergy to furnish such general infor

mation regarding the state of Scotland, as should afford datafor

an estimation of the political situation of that portion of the

United Kingdom. His original plan was to draw up a general

statistical view of North Britain, without reference to parochial

districts ; but such a mass of useful facts and observations was

presented in the communications sent him by the clergy, that

this more abridged idea was set aside, and the work prepared

" The ladies were in general dressed in white muslin with flowers, and

various coloured-ribbons ; and each bore a shepherdess's crook, decorated with

taste and fancy. The day being favourable, the appearance on the green, of

so much beauty and elegance, afforded a spectacle at once pleasing and inte

resting. And here none was more distinguished than the venerable patriotic

Countess Dowager of Dundonald, whose hat was decorated with a bandeau of

wool from her own flock, and dyed by herself of various beautiful vivid co

lours, which had a fine effect. Several of the gentlemen were presented by

her ladyship with cockades, and other ornaments of this material. The gen

tlemen were dressed variously, as taste and fancy suggested. Some of them

appeared in cloth made from their own flocks, with 'crooks on their buttons,

&c. and some ofthe ladies in gowns of their own spinning.

"As this was the origin of the sheep -shearing festivals, which have since pro

moted such a spirit of improvement in the country, it was thought proper to

preserve an account of it in this Appendix. " —Henderson's Caithness, Appendix,

No. V1. pp. 105-6.
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for press in the more extended form in which it was given to the

world.*

The mode which Sir John adopted for obtaining information

on the different divisions of his subject, was by printing and cir.

culating queries respecting the geography and natural history of

each parish, its population, and productions. Miscellaneous

questions followed, and the addenda to the whole were these→→→

1. What is the state of the roads and bridges in the parish ?

how were they originally made? how are they kept in repair?

is the statute-labour exacted in kind, or commuted ? are there

any turnpikes ? and what is the general opinion of the advan

tages ofturnpike roads? 2. What is in general the rent of the

best arable, and the best pasture or meadow grounds per acre ?

what the rent of inferior ? 3. What in general is the size and

the average rent of the farms in the parish ? and is the number

offarms increasing or diminishing ? 4. Is the ground in gene

ral inclosed or uninclosed ? and are the people convinced of the

advantages ofinclosures ? 5. What was the situation of the parish

anno 1782 and 1783 ? please state any curious or important

circumstances connected with that era, or with any
other season

of scarcity ? 6. Are there any curious or important facts tend

ing to prove any great alteration in the manners, customs, dress,

"About this time a plan had been formed to establish a Society for the

Benefit of the Sons of the Clergy belonging to the Established Church of

Scotland, and it accidentally occurred to me, that some public assistance might

be procured for so useful an institution, as an acknowledgment to the clergy

for their statistical exertions.

" Sir Henry Moncreiffand Dr Hardie, who took an active part in the con

cerns of the Society, expressed great doubts respecting the practicability of

obtaining such a grant ; but the Society having at last been prevailed upon to

resolve on sending a petition to the Crown, the application was transmitted

to Mr Secretary Dundas, who, in a communication to me upon the subject,

said, " That he felt peculiar pleasure in submitting to his Majesty's considera

tion the petition for a grant to the Society for the Benefit of the Sons of the

Clergy, more especially as they had so handsomely stepped forward to aid so

important a public object as the Statistical Account ; and he hoped that such

a mark ofroyal favour as his Majesty had determined to bestow would have

the effect of rendering them more and more zealous in their statistical re

searches.' The sum granted was L.2000.

" The exertions made by Sir Henry Moncreiff and his friend Dr Hardie

in establishing this Society did them the greatest credit. "-Correspondence of

Sir John Sinclair, vol. i. p. 294.

292



596 BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIR OF THE

style of living, &c. of the inhabitants of the parish now, and

twenty or fifty years ago ? Additional queries were given to

those resident in cities and towns relative to the history and an

tiquities of the place, its municipal government, right of parlia

mentary representation, and number of electors, and comparison

between its ancient and modern state with reference to popula

tion, shipping, commerce, fisheries, and manufactures. *

Having received a number of returns in consequence of the

circulation of these queries, and some of them drawn up in a

regular form, Sir John resolved on the printing of a volume of

parochial reports ; and he put this determination into execution

in January 1791 , on his return from London to Edinburgh,

whither he had been in the discharge of his parliamentary

duties. This specimen volume contained only the accounts of

four parishes-Jedburgh, Holywood, Portpatrick, and Hounam,

--and a thousand copies were thrown off for distribution among

the clergy. Each copy was accompanied by a printed letter,

containing some queries additional to those already sent, regard

ing schools, alehouses, and inns, new houses, employment of

cottagers in agriculture, number of prisoners in gaol, and causes

of imprisonment, as also tables of births, marriages, and deaths.

After great and unwearied exertions, Sir John succeeded in

bringing the first volume of this great work before the public on

the 25th May 1791, just a year after its suggestion to the mem

bers of the church. It proved so far superior to any thing of

the kind which had ever before appeared, that it could not be

supposed to have otherwise than given great satisfaction, and all

who were interested in the improvement of the country or the

welfare of its inhabitants came at once forward for its patronage

and support. Much difficulty was, however, found in the

furtherance of the undertaking, from Sir John being necessarily

so much absent from Scotland, and consequently obliged to rely

on others not only for preparing the communications, but for

correcting the press. The leisure afforded by a parliamentary

recess greatly aided the bringing out of the second volume,

which was one of peculiar interest, from the mass of curious and

valuable matter it contained.

• Vide Appendix B. to volume twentieth ofStatistical Account ofScotland,

p. 18-35.
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Still it was very difficult to get many individuals of the clergy

roused to exertion ; and it required some inducement to prevail

on the backward to prosecute the necessary inquiries. It had

been arranged from the commencement that the profits of the

publication should be gifted to the society instituted for the

benefit of the Sons of the Clergy ; and it occurred to Sir John,

that a royal grant might possibly be procured for the same be

nevolent purpose. He accordingly made application to his

Majesty through Lord Melville, then Mr Secretary Dundas, and

two thousand pounds were the fruits of this well-timed interces

sion. By the accession of this sum to their funds, the Society

were enabled to commence their allowances to the sons of the

clergy much sooner than it would otherwise have been in their

power to have done.

Manycircumstances yet occurred to prevent unanimity among

such a large body as the clergy of the Church of Scotland.

From the commencement some had thought the scheme chime

rical, and others had openly professed their dislike to it, nor did

they now care about retracting opinions rashly given. Old age

and infirmity prevented others ; and not a few were unable to

overcome the jealous fears of their parishioners, who set down

the whole as a deep laid scheme of government to accomplish

some new plan of taxation . Nor did the tenants in country

parishes relish inquiries about their farm produce, and the

value of their stock , lest landlords might avail themselves of the

information, by increasing their rents. Such an array of coun

teracting difficulties would have daunted and destroyed the

energy of any common mind. After waiting another twelve

month, during which he had written many thousand letters, Sir

John found, on the 1st June 1792, that there was still a defi

ciency of not less than four hundred and thirteen parochial

accounts.

In this dilemma various plans were suggested for accomplish

ing the completion of this great national work. A recommen

dation from the General Assembly was one of the measures re

sorted to, and several of the leading ornaments of the church,

among whom may be mentioned Principal Robertson, Dr Blair,

Sir Henry Moncreiff Wellwood, Dr Kemp, and Dr Hardie,

made personal application to their clerical friends, to exert them
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selves within the bounds of their several presbyteries. Added

to these, the Duke of Argyle, the Earl of Leven, then Commis

sioner to the Assembly, the Earl of Fife, and other extensive

landed proprietors and church patrons, exerted themselves in

the cause ; yet Sir John was still destined to find, that some,

from unwillingness to engage in the undertaking, would do no

thing; and that others, from a spirit of procrastination, promised

with little intention of performing.

Notwithstanding all these multiplied and mortifying difficul

ties, Sir John was determined not to be baffled in the accom

plishment of the Herculean task which he had set himself. He

engaged five statistical missionaries, to whom he appropriated

different divisions of the country. To one were allotted the

Western Islands ; to a second the counties of Aberdeen and

Banff; to a third the presbyteries of Dunkeld and Perth ; to a

fourth the shires of Dumfries and Galloway ; and to a fifth the

Orkney Islands ; and, by their means, the accounts of no less

than twenty-five parishes, which must otherwise have been to

tally awanting, were ably and accurately drawn up.

The undertaking seemed now in a fair wayto its final accom

plishment, and the reports, as they were received from the clergy,

were transmitted to Sir John, who was at the time in London,

to receive his sanction, and be incorporated in the work. Lists

ofthe whole were nowmade up; but what must have been his dis

couragement to find, that no less than twelve parochial accounts,

supposed to have been received, were nowhere to be found.

The uneasiness occasioned by this untoward circumstance it is

mpossible to describe, and is said to have been more dishearten

ng to the enthusiastic mind ofthe editor, than any thing which

had occurred in the whole course of the undertaking. But he

once more buckled on the armour of perseverance ; and, on the

1st ofJanuary 1798, seven years and a half after its commence

ment, the work was brought to its completion. The attempt

was quite unique in the history of literature, as not less than

nine hundred persons were engaged in it, under the direction of

one person, and that a private individual, who was necessarily

at once the animating spirit and the bond of union connecting

the whole. The work was comprised in twenty thick octavo vo

lumes ; and to these another was subsequently annexed, contain
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ing some additional materials ; accounts of the University of

Glasgow, and the Old and New Colleges of Aberdeen ; together

with a copious index to the contents ofthewhole series.

It was thus that a Work was carried on to a successful ter

mination, whose commencement, whether we consider its extent

or the difficulties besetting its accomplishment, would have com

pletely daunted ordinary enterprise . For some time after Sir

John had formed the scheme, and was planning in his own mind

how it could best be carried into execution, he could not find

the countenance of a single individual. All thought ill of its

practicability-no one could oversee the obstacles encompassing

it on every side. Even after he had put his shoulder to the

wheel, and had fairly commenced his task, prognostications of

failure were heard from all quarters . Mr Newte, in his Travels,

published about this time, thus alludes to the undertaking :

"There have not been wanting different persons, public- spirited

indeed, but perhaps of too sanguine dispositions, who, struck

with the subserviency of parochial distinction, to the advance

ment of both civil and natural history, have addressed letters to

the different parishes of Scotland, and particularly to the clergy,

inviting them to a correspondence, on whatever might appear

most curious and interesting in their respective divisions. These

gentlemen do not reflect that there is no individual, however

distinguished by genius, rank, or fortune, or even by a happy or

rare union of all these advantages, who can possibly be consider

ed by a whole nation as a fit centre for such general co-opera

tion."*

.

The unwearied perseverance, and the inflexible industry of

Sir John Sinclair, however, shewed, as the work went on, that

almost nothing is impossible to efforts unceasingly directed to a

proper object, however apparently unattainable that object may

at first sight appear. By degrees an irradiation of hope glim

mered on the incredulity of the multitude ; and what had been

denounced as wholly and utterly impracticable, and which pro

bably in any other hands than those of Sir John Sinclair would

have proved so, appeared only in the light of a gigantic and

Herculean labour. Some who had been shamed out of their

scepticism came forward with the language of congratulation,

• Newte's Travels, 4to, p. 427. London, 1791 .
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and others, interested in the prosecution of the work, approached

at the eleventh hour to participate in the triumphs of its success

It ought to be mentioned, that one of the earliest of those that

cheered on Sir John in this great undertaking, was the cele

brated George Dempster of Dunnichen.* In a letter dated

14th February 1791, he thus writes: " The reason of my

troubling you at present, is to return you my thanks for the

specimen of the statistical observations. This is a most valuable

and useful book. It is a real Doomsday book, and promises to

be more read and quoted than any book printed since Doomsday

book. The older it grows the more valuable it will prove.

The object of this letter is to entreat you to go on with it."

On the 22d May, we find the Marquis del Campo, the Spanish

Ambassador, thus addressing him : " I have read with great

pleasure indeed, the prospectus you have been so good as to send

me, and I admire the manner in which the general inquiry re

garding the political state, population, industry, &c. of a king

dom is treated. " And the Prussian Minister, the Comte de

Redern, is still more warm in his admiration : “ The interesting

details contained in that work," he says, in a letter dated 14th

July ofthe same year, " cannot fail to make the public impa

tient for the conclusion of so great an undertaking. The plan

embraces all those objects on which depends the prosperity of

political society ; and the researches founded thereon, seem to be

equally extensive and laborious." Still more cheering and im

portant was the following testimony from Comte de Hertsberg,

formerly the Prime Minister of Frederick the Great of Prussia

and a person of great intellect and accomplishments. His letter

to Sir John was dated 19th August 1792: " I return you many

thanks for your analysis of the Statistical Account of Scotland,

and wish I could converse with you on a number of objects,

which are equally interesting to both our countries. I entirely

approve of your very excellent idea, that of investigating the

interior state of every district, by reports from the ministers of

each parish ; and I am of your opinion, that, if provided with

good models, no class of men could be more proper for such an

important undertaking than the parochial clergy, who have

• "A garter gie to Willie Pitt,

Atitle Dempster merits it."-Burns.
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usually the requisite knowledge and capacity, as well as the ne

cessary leisure, for that purpose. I earnestly wish that I could

imitate here, in my dear country, your very patriotic example.”

In a subsequent letter, dated Berlin, 1793, the Comte says,

" I have to return my best thanks for your interesting work,

the Statistical Account of the Parishes of Scotland. I find the

plan particularly well formed ; and if I were again at the head

of the Prussian Cabinet, would carry it into execution here."

We could add to these testimonies others equally gratifying

from Professor Zimmerman of Brunswick ; Monsieur Plescheef,

author ofthe Geographical View of the Russian Empire ; from

Professor Thorkelin of Copenhagen ; from Mr Adams, the Pre

sident ofthe United States of America ; from Lord Auckland ;

from Mr Pinkerton, and from Dr Guthrie, the Geographers ;

from Dr Gillies the Historian, and many others. We cannot,

however, pass over, without quotation , the countenance and en

couragement given to Sir John in the prosecution of this great

work, by the greatest of American statesmen and generals,

George Washington. His letter is dated the 15th March 1793 :

" I cannot but express myself highly pleased," says he, " with

the undertaking in which you were engaged (that of drawing

up the Statistical Account of Scotland) , and give my best wishes

for its success. I am fully persuaded, that when enlightened

men will take the trouble to examine so minutely into the state

of society, as your inquiries seem to go, it must result in greatly

ameliorating the condition of the people, promoting the interests

of civil society, and the happiness of mankind at large. These

are objects truly worthy the attention of a great mind, and every

friend to the human race must readily lend his aid towards its

accomplishment."

Stimulated by the success which had attended the exertions

of Sir John Sinclair, the same plan was attempted in various

countries on the Continent, but in none with the perfect success

with which it has been accomplished in Scotland.
That,

seconding the exertions of Sir John, great merit is due to the

clergy, we most readily admit. In the Statistical Accounts of

their separate parishes they have raised a monument to their

talents, acquirements, and observation, highly honourable not

only to the religious establishment to which they belong, but to
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the national character. Yet, on the other hand, it must be

allowed, that without such a man as Sir John Sinclair to direct

inquiry, and to concentrate into harmony and order the loose

and unshapely mass of information accumulated, to make up

what was deficient, and to prune away what was redundant, the

work could never have assumed the form in which it has come

forth to enrich our literature. Without partiality it may be

asserted, that it is the most comprehensive and complete, and

consequently the most valuable publication on statistics extant

in any language ; and so little has its plan been found capable

of improvement, that, with slight variation, it forms the model

of the admirable refacciaments now in the course of publication.†

Indeed, every one competent to judge ofthe difficulties encom

passing such a subject must, taking it all in all, accede to the

enconium pronounced upon it by Malthus, that it presents " a

better picture of the internal state of a country, than has yet

been presented to the world."+

In reference to this work, the Comte d'Hautrive, in his " Elemens

d'Economie Politique," (Paris, 1817) p. 368, has the following remark :—

"L'Ecosse est le pays où l'esprit d'observation est aujourd'hui le plus per

fectionné."

+ See Introduction to number first of New Statistical Account. Nine parts

have already appeared, and many of the reports are of first-rate excellence.

The parochial division has been adopted, and the parishes are exhibited under

their respective counties. The following divisions have been adopted :-1.

Topography and Natural History ; 2. Civil History ; 3. Population ; 4. In

dustry ; 5. Parochial Economy. A county Map is given with each number.

It is intended that the work shall be concluded by a general summary, de.

scriptive of the whole statistical condition of Scotland ; and it is expected that

all the materials will be condensed into ten octavo volumes. It is conducted

by a committee of the Society for the Benefit of the Sons and Daughters of

the Clergy.

Malthus on Population, edition first, 1803. Vide p. 13 and 14, note.

(To be continued in next Number.)


























































































































































































	Sinclair01
	Sinclair02
	Sinclair03
	Sinclair04



