
Chasing Shadows.

When this society was first started in 1999 none of us knew quite what kind of History society we wanted. It was very much a trial and error procedure. There are many different ways a history society can develop.

As we are a small village it was quickly decided not to have monthly talks. We felt that the interest in the village would not be enough to make it worthwhile. Kirkcudbright History Society, as far as I know, just have talks every so often and sometimes exhibitions. One thing I wanted was to produce written work so that whatever we discovered about our past would be available for future members. This is why the Newsletter was begun, and later the Monographs. Marian also wanted us to be registered as a charitable organisation which would not only save us from paying tax on any profits but also establish the society as an ongoing concern.

I think it was during the first year that we received our first enquiry regarding a person’s ancestry. All I had available at the time was the 1881 census report and our small library. Some organisations call themselves Family History Societies and devote themselves to helping people to find past relatives. The Dumfries Family History Society is such a body and has an immense amount of material for helping people in this way. So is the Ripon History Society that Kit and Roz Norris helped to run before they joined our group. Morton Gellatly sent me a list of the Old Parish Register which helped a lot. Then David McKie gave us the Military Returns, Rerrick Savings Bank Returns, the 1901 census in alphabetical order, the Kirk Sessions and so on. All these were invaluable and when enquiries came through I was able to offer a lot more positive help.

What I want to show you here is how the system works. Thanks to Keith’s History Website people are finding it a lot easier to get in touch with us. We have had 4 enquiries in the last three months. When someone writes to the website Marian picks it up and passes it straight on to me. I usually reply to the person the same day saying “thanks for your questions I’ll be in touch as soon as I have had time to look at the documents.”
The first documents I turn to are the census returns as this gives me a vague idea of when the name I am looking for first occurs. There are 4 of them, the 1841, the first one to include names, the 1851 one which is also available on the internet from Dumfries archives, the 1881 and the 1901. Each one covers Rerrick Parish only. I haven’t brought the 1851 because it covers 400 pages and I thought it too heavy to bring.

After this I look at the Auchencairn Cemetery memorials which also include the descriptions. James Bell has extended this as the original only went as far as 1918. It is available on the internet, free of charge.

Then I have a go at the Old Parish Registers. There are two of them as Morton Gellatly sent me the first years ago and then revised it in a different presentation. As they are worded differently and I feel the are differences between them I look at both. Every time I discover something I photocopy the page. I usually have to ask the enquirer for his or her home address so I can post the information to them.

This is followed by the Military returns. Between 1804 and 1832 all able-bodied men had to do 3 weeks army training in case of invasion. However, it wasn’t just invasion the authorities were worried about but also riots and insurrection so it was a bit like a Dad’s army, what I called a Lad’s army. Certain people were exempt, such as the clergy, the unfit and the old.
Then come the Kirk Sessions which give the names of all those receiving help from the church, the ill and the paupers, followed by the Heritors who also helped out in times of crisis. Another source is Trotters 1851 book which appeared as a monograph. Here one might find badly drawn pictures of the houses occupied by various people, and there is a sort of census at the end.

Stuart Wilson’s book, Answering the Call, is also useful for listing the names of those that died in the first world war. It also includes many photos and much more information about those who died. I also look at Morton Gellatly’s Monograph The Churches of Rerrick which lists all the elders and deacons of both churches. This would indicate to the enquirer if their ancestors were in the book, whether they were Free Church or Presbyterian.

Other sources are school Log Books, school photos where pupils are named. Our own Newsletters and The Auchencairn News.

When I have collected everything I can find about the family name I then send it off to the person interested and carefully point out that this is just the raw material, and it is up to them to decide which names are related and relevant and which are not. I’m not a genealogist and not qualified to make their decisions for them.

The library also has records of the local newspapers and occasionally I look up these to see if there is any record of the name. Our latest member, Cameron McGowan, lives in Vancouver, Canada, and he is descended from the McMinn’s, one of whom managed the Auchencairn Arms (now the Smugglers). In 1908 one of his ancestors was Captain William McMinn whose ship capsized near Orkney - I was able to send him a copy of the newspaper article.

Only once have I had a complete blank, a name like Skinner which didn’t exist in any of our documents. I pointed out to the enquirer that the house opposite us, Freda McCubbins’s, has had at least ten different occupants since we have been here, which means that only two of those families will appear on a census form. In a hundred years’ time it will appear as though none of the others had ever lived here. 

Most of our records only cover the years 1803 to 1901 so before and after this period there isn’t a lot I can do.

Nearly a quarter of our membership is made up of people who first got in touch looking up their family tree so the effort is well worth while. Not only that but I find that all these enquiries gives me a much greater insight in the past history of the village.

Dennis Binns

