 GRANNY LIVINGSTONE

We don't know when she was born, and she didn't know either.  The only clue we have to her age was that she remembered seeing the soldiers coming back from the Battle of Waterloo.  They came back in 1816 and she must have been five or six to understand what she was seeing.  It wasn't a victory parade or anything like that -- they were discharged in London, and paid what they were owed, after deductions for equipment lost or damaged in the battle. They had to make their own way back to Scotland and many of them were starving by the time they reached the Highlands so that people left out bowls of milk on the windowsills for the grey ghosts who came drifting through the glens at night.

My grandmother who was her granddaughter said that if she were feeling well she would say she was 90 and if she was not feeling too good she would say she was 110.  My father remembers seeing old men with long white beards coming to visit her because she had brought them into the world as a midwife.

Janet McGregor was a double McGregor her parents having been cousins.  According to my grandmother she said she was of the same sort of McGregor as Rob Roy and although not descended from him.  My father said her folks came from Glenn Lyon.  Her most prized possession was a McGregor tartan shawl which she wore on special occasions.

She married Alan Livingstone, a shepherd, who came from Dalmally.  They went to live at Benbheallachan at the head of Glen Fyne on the Ardkinglas estate.

Old McIntyre, who took over Stronmagachan when my mother’s people left it came from Dalmally -- no doubt the two families Livingstones and McIntyres were friendly, came as a young lad to in learn shepherding from Alan Livingstone.  He was related to the greatest Gaelic poet John ban McIntyre.  One day, he told Uncle Hughie, they were out on the hill tending to the sheep who were lambing, when he saw Granny Livingston  coming down the glen with a sack under her arm.  There was a large sack of meal, a boll, dropped off by the grocer’s van where the track met the road.  She tipped half the meal into the sack and carried it back up the track. No doubt she came back to collect the rest of it later,

Her husband used to take the gimmers to their wintering every autumn in Renfrewshire and there he took ill and died of a severe colic. My father thought it was likely to be appendicitis. So he was sent back by train in his coffin to Dalmally and was buried there. Later, Granny Livingstone was buried beside him, but the grave wasn’t marked. My father tried to find it but the minister said that in those days the family dug a grave in a suitable spot and after a few years all trace of it was gone. My father was fighting in France when she died as was his brother Alan. whom granny had reared, so they both missed her funeral.

                                                                                                                                                                                   The estate gave her Strone cottage to live in as no doubt Benbheallachan was needed for the new shepherd. She became what we would call nowadays the District Nurse. She was a midwife and laid out the dead and sit up with the sick. She knew all the old folk remedies and people who couldn’t afford to call out the doctor from Inveraray would resort to her skills. One time a man that the doctor had given up as incurable came to see her. She prescribed a raw herring which he had to eat, head, tail, fins and guts, and in no time he had made a full recovery. When asked the reason she said that he had a lot of wool around his heart and the herring bones had scraped it all away.

Life was a hard struggle for her and when they brought in the old age pension, half a crown a week (12&1/2p) iit made a big difference to her life. Every night she went down on her knees and prayed for Lloyd George, She used to gather the tufts of wool caught on the barbed wire, card them and clean them and spin them into yarn on her spinning wheel. Then she would dye the hanks in crotal, which she scraped from the rocks and finally soak them in old stale urine to fix the dye. Then she knitted it into socks for her ungrateful great grandsons who knew what the process entailed.

The Callenders who had inherited Ardkinglas Estate from the Campbells of Ardkinglas made her caretaker of the old house and allowed her to use it for the wedding reception when her granddaughter married my grandfather. They often took their friends to visit her as a very old and interesting character and I think

the few photographs we have of her were taken by them. Duke Neil’s mother was a Callander

Her daughter married a man called McKinnon who had a horse and cart and made a living transporting goods from the ships at Dumbarton. They had a son and then a daughter (my grandmother) and then she died in childbirth. The father kept the boy who was older and gave the girl Janet to be brought up by her grandparents at Benbheallachan. Nothing but Gaelic was spoken in the house and my grandmother learned English when she went to the little school at Inverchorachan and it gave her such a complex that later when she was married, she wouldn’t allow Gaelic to be spoken in the house.

Every week the two of them walked to Inveraray with a basket of eggs and butter which they took to the grocer to pay for their meal and sugar and tea. They went barefooted with their boots tied around their necks. When they came near the town they went into the bushes to put them on so that people wouldn’t think they were tinkers.

When they lived at Benbheallachan the passes were well used by travellers between Loch Awe, Loch Lomond and Loch Fyne and it was not uncommon for travellers benighted on the Passes to see her light and come and knock on her door and ask for a nights shelter.

When they moved to Strone cottage Janet slept with her grandmother and one night they were awakened by a terrific storm with thunder and great flashes of lightning . Her grandmother sat up in bed and recited the Lord’s Prayer in Gaelic until the storm had passed. This is a well-known remedy against lightening strike.

Another Sunday night Granny was called out to attend to a sick person, leaving Janet alone in the house. Now she knew that her grandmother had hidden The People’s Friend under the cushion of her chair. This is a magazine still read in country districts, full of tales of an improving, cheerful sort. She also knew that it was absolutely taboo to read anything other than the Bible on a Sunday, but she was only a little girl and the temptation was too much, and soon she was reading the magazine by the light of the fire. Suddenly she heard the sound of chains rattling round and round the house. She knew instantly that this was the ^Bad Man* coming to bind her with chains and to drag her off to the “Hot Place”, for the great sin of Sabbath-breaking. She was shaking with terror when the door opened but to her great relief it was her grandmother, saying “The Fletcher’s dog has got loose again”.

In time Janet married the van driver and went to live in Inveraray but she wasn’t alone for long as Janet came home to have her first child born under the watchful eye of her grandmother. Soon a second son was born, Alan, and when he was old enough he was handed over for his great grandmother to rear in the old Highland way. The other children were sent to Cairndow in the holidays, from time to time. The girls, particularly hated it. I think it was Aunty Bella that said she remembers climbing on a chair to look out of the skylight to see the bright lights of Inveraray and wishing she was there with her friends.

Alan grew up almost as a stranger to his siblings. He had his own friends and hardly knew any of the Inveraray folk.

Information received from Duncan McPhedran
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