Copy of information exchanged with J. Neson Black
To J. Neson Black 18/12/98

I am the Warden of the Rucksack Club's property, Craigallan, at Ballachulish.  I understand that you called there in October and spoke to one of our Members, who has now passed this information on to me.

You are correct in saying that Craigallan was built for an Angus Robertson. I have a copy of a feu charter by Colin George Macrae, who is described as a Writer to the Signet in Edinburgh, but appears to have been a landowneras well as a lawyer.  It dispones the property to Angus Robertson, mason,of Invercoe, Ballachulish, his heirs and assignees, and binds him to build

a dwelling house and offices to certain standards, and to a value of at least £300.  The feu is dated 21st September 1897, and stipulates that the building should be completed within twelve months.  It therefore seems that Craigallan probably dates from 1898, which may be a few years later than you had thought.

The Rucksack Club stores the full deeds for all our properties (we have had property in Wales since 1912 and in England since 1964) with our bankers, so I cannot trace all the subsequent ownership of Craigallan for you.  I do, however, have a copy of another disposition dated 1922, in which William James Morton, formerly a Company Secretary residing at Craigallan but by then a cashier in Oban, sold the property to John MacDonald, a shepherd who was already living at Craigallan, for £400.  

In a third document dated 12th October 1962, the Secretary of State for Scotland grants access to Craigallan by means of the  track to the rear, which the Forestry Commissioners had taken over in 1921.  This document lists previous owners of the surrounding estates (all of them being

MacDonalds of Lagnaha or Stewarts of Appin) dating back into the seventeenth century, and shows that Dr John Charles Challinor Poole and his wife bought Craigallan from Albert Reginald Preen and his wife on 23rd October 1961.    

We acquired the property early in 1993, after it had been repossessed by a bank from the previous owner, a Mr Watson, who I think had bought it only a few years previously.  Before defaulting on his mortgage, Mr Watson had commenced a do-it-yourself renovation, including stripping back to the bare granite walls throughout the whole of the lower storey.  Large amounts of work were required to make the building habitable again, which did not make it very attractive for domestic purchasers but was ideal for our purposes. 

I am a civil engineer working in the building business, as well as being one of the Members who lives nearest to Ballachulish, so it fell to my lot to co-ordinate our redevelopment.  The story was written up in our 1995/96 Journal, and I will ask if we have enough spare copies to send you one for your interest.  

Your note says that your father, Hugh Roberston, was born "here" in 1901, which I interpret as meaning in Canada rather than at Craigallan.  If so, Angus Robertson must have emigrated quite suddenly if he spent the then large sum of £300 on building a new house in 1897/8 but his wife was in Canada by 1901.

I hope that this gives you a little more information on you family's former home.  If you have a suitable photograph of Angus Robertson (a studio portrait or even as a mason in a Scottish context) I would be pleased to frame it and hang it on the wall at Craigallan as the original builder of the place.  A scanned image would be ideal, but a copy negative or paper print would be equally acceptable.

From J. Neson Black 29/12/98

Long overdue thanks for your message concerning your records of the house built by my wife's grandfather, Angus Robertson. I received the message promptly as you sent it, but Connee is putting some things together and has not yet composed her reply.

For the record, Angus was married to Mary McGaw Robertson and she made the provision that she would not marry until Angus provided her a proper home! Thus, he took a portion of his wages from building the Kenlochleven Dam (he served as engineer of the project) and built her a

suitable dwelling.

There were three sons of that marriage -- William, Angus, and Hugh -- and three daughters. All, I believe, were born at Craigallan. William, who served in WWI first in the Scottish forces and then in the Canadian, was killed at the Battle of Passchendaele in 1917 and was awarded a medal of gallantry for single-handedly saving his regiment from destruction, at the cost of his own life. He had lied about his age and enlisted early. 

The third son, Hugh, was born at Craigallan in 1901, in the upstairs bedroom where your colleague snapped the photo of my wife. Nice view of the loch from there, too! Father Angus was awarded a very important contract to engineer construction of the Canadian Parliament buildings

in Ottawa. The family sold their property and emigrated to Canada in 1910. Some twenty years later, the middle brother, Angus, married a landed lady from Texas and my wife's father-to-be met her mother-to-be while on a visit to the area. 

Two sisters, I believe, remain alive in Canada, but the others have all passed away now, including my wife's father. Her mother, who was an heir in her own right, now lives with my wife's older sister in Hawaii, though she remains a die-hard Scotophile! And we have followed very much

in that vein as well. Our daughter, Alison McColl Black, was named for my wife's kin of Clan McColl who are still very much present in Duror and thereabouts. Our son, Gavin Robertson Black, was named for his maternal grandfather and the family in question.

Connee and I were married by Rev. Hector Maclean at the St. Munda's Church of Scotland (Glencoe Congregation) in Ballachulish in April 1966. We have been back since, and were delighted to spend time with Rev. Maclean on our most recent trip. We had a photo made in the doorway of the kirk and couldn't help admitting that the passage of time has made some rather awful changes. Not in the church, of course. It has hardly changed at all! Rather, in us.

But we cherish the connection with this part of my wife's family heritage. Our children are familiar with all the stories of Alan Breck, the landing at Craig Allan, the murder of Red Fox, the hanging of James of the Glen, and other narratives (R. L. Stevenson's and others) that

add so much color to one's life and lineage. 

I am of Scots descent as well, though my people came to Virginia shortly after the '45, and our first American ancestor was born here in 1775. A year before the Revolutionary War. We have links to the Duror area, where there are still many named Black, and we suspect our family

built the twin house to Craigallan, just two doors south. Family records and (I suspect) the deeds indicate that a family named Black built that house at the same time as Craigallan, and those Blacks were cousins of the Robertsons of Craigallan. Small world!

In any event, thanks again for your delightful details. And, even more, thanks to the Rucksack Club for your stewardship of a property that still means a lot to all of us.

