
The Prime Gilt Box of Kirkcaldy 

 
 

Following the completion of our first ancillary Object which featured the 

history of the Boys' Brigade in Kirkcaldy – we  now move onto the next subject. This 

is one which we had hoped to include in the original 50 but it quickly became apparent 

that a great deal more research would be required than normal thereby rendering it 

impossible to complete the Object within a month. The principal reason being that there 

appeared to be only one published book on the subject which, in all honesty, is better 

described as a pamphlet. By definition, this means trawling through newspapers plus 

legal documents and, for this particular item, that meant covering 450 years. 

 

However, it is now an ideal topic to research and write on, given that we no longer face 

the constraint of deadlines. Kirkcaldy is very fortunate in that its streets include two 

with very unusual and intriguing  names – Hot Pot Wynd and Prime Gilt Box Street. It 

is the latter which will be the focus of this Object whose origins are lost in the mists of 

time. As mentioned above there is very little early written material available bar one 

small publication which was written and published in 1946. Apart from this, almost all 

the research has been carried out by using newspaper columns, most notably and 

helpfully the Fife Free Press. Hopefully, these will provide a clear insight into the 

purpose, history and fate, of The Prime Gilt Box of Kirkcaldy. It is a box which many 

will have heard of, mainly via the street name, but few will have any detailed 

knowledge of its original, worthwhile and noble aspirations. 

 

The box comes from Kirkcaldy's seafaring origins and, in its time, Kirkcaldy was a 

thriving seaport through its trade especially with the Low Countries. It is all too often 

forgotten that Royalty has also sailed from its harbour. Centuries ago, long before the 

age of state provided benefits, the care of the poor lay at the door of the Kirk Session. 

That said, in burghs where there were crafts and merchant classes their Guilds or 

Incorporations looked after the aged, the infirm, the dependents and the unfortunate of 

their particular calling. Included amongst these 'friendly societies' were a number for 

the seafaring classes – whose dangerous profession meant loss and disaster was never 

far away. In essence, the Society was a forerunner of the modern benevolent society 

catering for the town's mariners. 

 

It would appear that local 'shipwrecked mariners' societies were established in 

Anstruther, Pittenweem and Elie amongst other Fife towns. There are records 

suggesting that such a society also existed in Burntisland, certainly from 1605 but, 

possibly, even earlier. Some attention will be paid to the Burntisland box as it was 

probably the most akin to that of Kirkcaldy. Similarly Aberdeen had a seamen's box, 

originally also having the words prime gilt contained in its name and it was founded in 

1598. Bo'ness also had such a box and it dated from 1654. These dates illustrate that 

the Kirkcaldy box (1591) has to be amongst the first established, certainly in Fife. 

 



In 1839, assistance to seafarers and their dependents who fell on 

difficult times was greatly enhanced by the establishing of  the 

Shipwrecked Fisherman and Mariners' Royal Benevolent Society. 

Even today, the Society makes grants to a value of £1.3 million  

over 1,700 cases (2023 figures). The existing 'friendly societies' did 

not disappear with the advent of the Royal Benevolent Society – 

they still continued their local work and  Kirkcaldy's box was no 

exception. A photograph of a once common collection object for the 

Shipwrecked Mariners Society is shown here. These were defused 

World War II mines and were commonplace in many seaside towns. 

However, with the passage of time many have disappeared. This 

one with its bright new paintwork still stands and operates at St. Monan's harbour. 

 

The Seamen's Box of Kirkcaldy came, in time, to be known as The Prime Gilt Box. The 

box appears in the Council Records of 1591 but it may well have existed earlier. 

Manuscript entries and records commence from 1612. Safes and strongrooms, as we 

know them today, did not exist and for the societies of the 16th and 17th centuries 

reliance for the protection of valuables rested with a strong wooden box, bound with 

iron or brass and furnished with keys. It was the custom of the time that these charitable 

bodies would appoint a box-master and key-keepers annually and that there would be 

periodic examinations of the contents at meetings of the societies. 

 

To launch this narrative we turn to the  pamphlet mentioned previously. The title is the 

Prime Gilt Box of Kirkcaldy with the author being James T. Davidson. If you think that 

you have seen that name recently – you would be correct. His long service to the 4th 

Company of the Kirkcaldy Boys' Brigade was mentioned in our last Object. James 

Thomson Davidson was the son of Alexander Davidson, a former actuary of the town's 

savings bank and Agnes Thomson which was where the middle name sprang from. His 

grandfather had also been a bank agent but James did not follow that career – it was 

the law for James. By the end of his life, he was the senior partner in the firm of Wallace, 

Davidson and Black, whose premises were on the High Street. 

 

James T. Davidson was a bachelor and died at his home, 17 Swan Road, on the 25th 

June 1946, aged 72. James was a committed historian and naturalist. These twin 

interests were  what brought about the publication of the booklet. In the many reports, 

carried by our two principal newspapers, on the activities of Kirkcaldy Naturalist 

Society, Davidson's name was never far away. 

 

From the Fife Free Press of the 23 of March 1946 

we learn that Mr Davidson, the retiring president of 

the Naturalist's Society, is delivering a lecture on the 

Prime Gilt Box. The talk creates much discussion 

amongst the members, many of whom are 

significant figures in the town. The discussion leads to a proposal by Dr. Wishart,  

seconded by Mr J Allison, (believed to be the J. Allison who was Treasurer to the 



Y.M.C.A. for 25 years) that the content be turned into a pamphlet. This is indeed what 

happened and happened very quickly at that! 

 

By the 4th May we learn from an advert in the Fife Free 

Press that the Naturalists are undertaking a visit to 

Pettycur Bottle Works. As well as giving details of the 

event – mention is made that copies of the pamphlet are 

now available to members. Another pamphlet entitled 

Songs and Ballads of Fife by a William Saunders is also 

available. 

 

As always, here was a tangent and it had to be followed up! This was another 

publication stemming from a talk given to the Naturalist Society, this time in the 

previous month of February. It took the Fife Free Press two editions to cover the 

content of that lecture and it certainly makes for interesting reading. As this was the 

first advertisement traced for the Prime Gilt Box pamphlet publication it is reproduced 

above. 

 

On the 22nd June, the Fife Free Press carries news of 

another outing – although, hopefully, it was not the first 

notification! That very afternoon, the members were off 

to visit the agricultural college apiary in Gilmerton. 

They were to meet at the apiary gates at 2.45pm – 

unlikely to be achieved if you only read the Press notice 

that morning! The point of mentioning that article was 

that it also indicated that the pamphlet was now on sale 

in three High Street outlets  – John Haxton & Co. – the long established glaziers, Burt's 

the booksellers and travel agents, plus another bookseller – Penman's. Again, for no 

more than interest,  the advertisement has been reproduced here. Sadly, only three days 

after the publication of the advert, Mr Davidson was dead – at least he lived to see his 

work turned into print! 

 

The pamphlet is a useful initial reference for anyone wishing to trace the history of the 

box. While not a criticism, it is not the easiest of reads. Much is written in a legalistic 

style with a significant portion in old Scots, which, for the layman, is not always easy 

to follow. Thankfully, the local papers had carried a report on both the original  talk 

and the subsequent pamphlet publication which are easier to read 

and cover the salient points. 

 

The Fife Free Press of the 23rd March is an ideal starting point 

given that, without the talk, there would probably have been no 

pamphlet. This was a contributed piece relating to Mr Davidson's 

talk on the evening of the 18th. It covered much of the initial 

material already disclosed and then mentioned the fact that the 

actual box was on display at the lecture. It was described as a “stout 



little wooden box or kist with metal and leather bindings with three locks and keys”. 

The box-master and key holders were appointed/reappointed annually. Mr Davidson 

was firm in his assertion that Prime Gilt meant first payment and he argued that the 

word Gilt was taken from gelt – a German/Flemish word for money. 

 

Davidson was quite convinced that gilt was not connected in anyway with the noun 

Guild. His research had  shown that the society was never a guild. The description, first 

payment, stems from the fact that payment was levied at the commencement of a 

voyage on the charterer of the vessel, who often passed the levy on to the consignee. It 

was therefore, in part, a tax on cargo. The second source was a levy on seamen's wages. 

The income from both of these sources went into the box. 

There is a minute in the Town Council records of an inauguration meeting being held 

on the 7th September 1591, with two bailies giving their authority for the formation of 

the Society, although the name, Prime Gilt Box, is not used. The original tariffs saw 

the merchants or shipowners being levied 4d Scots which now equates to 36p per ton 

of cargo carried, with this falling due the moment the ship was fully loaded. Turning 

to the sailors, they had their portion of the levy deducted from their wages at the end 

of each voyage. The rate, in current terms. was a deduction of 1p for every 25p of 

wages. 

 

The power of seafaring men in Kirkcaldy should not be underestimated. At one time, 

10 of the 21 members of the Town Council came from that class and they, together with 

the merchants, elected the Provost. There is no question that those involved in shipping 

had substantial and significant influence in the town. 

 

Mr Davidson revealed that in the first half of the 17th century, after disbursements were 

made to the poor, the remaining funds were distributed amongst the members on an 

annual basis. This policy eventually altered and much of the surplus funds were  

thereafter used to purchase land and property. These included the East Mill and its lands 

together with a number of acres, purchased from the Estate of Balsusnie, between 

Bennochy and Dunnikier Roads. In time this land was feued for housing and the feu 

duties and rentals replaced the levies. 

 

 

It was in 1677 that the name Prime Gilt Box appears to have come into common 

parlance when referring to the Kirkcaldy seamen's box. It would seem that the author 

had obtained access to The Book of the Box and in his talk he made mention of a number 

of extracts. For example, significant payments were made to Roundhead sympathisers 

during the Civil War between Charles I and his Parliament. There is also mention  of 

payments for the upkeep of the  Licht O' May (the Isle of May lighthouse at the mouth 

of the Forth).This item apparently relates to power – presumably coal, to keep the light 

itself burning or for powder to  be used for flares or shots during fog. 

 

The article went on to record that from time to time the Box-master acted as the 

Harbour-Commissioner thereby allowing the Society to license the harbour pilots. It 



was also recorded that the Prime Gilt Box Society was a type of burial society. 

Interestingly, out of its funds were paid ransoms for sailors captured by pirates. Along 

with ransoms, gifts of money were sent to seamen prisoners of war – particularly during 

hostilities with the Dutch in the 17th century. 

 

The talk was concluded with the words - “the 

true Christian charity shown by this society is 

worthy of our admiration. The open sesame  to 

its benefactions was to be a seaman. Mariners 

are all held in brotherhood. Loving their friends, 

they also loved their enemies”. 

 

The talk was certainly well enough received to lead to the pamphlet production being 

undertaken. 

 

In his introduction, Mr Davidson made it clear that his purpose was not a full history 

of the box but rather how it came into being and the early developments. 

 

Given that the talk took place on the 18th March and that the booklet was available by 

the 4th May it seems clear that Mr Davidson had made a study of the subject over a 

period of time. Given the short timescale, coupled with the significant content, it would 

have been nigh on impossible to research, write and publish, inside two months from 

scratch. 

 

To add flavour to the narrative, some of the content from the booklet along with the 

team's own research reveals the following;- 

 

It was in 1647 that the first purchase of land and 

buildings took place and this, as mentioned 

previously, was the land and buildings at the East 

Mill for 7110 merks. It has to be assumed that the 

purchase was made from the Town Council as they 

had a redemption clause in their favour. It appears 

that in 1738, on the 8th May, without any further 

payment, the redemption clause was abandoned. 

Although not of 1647 vintage a later map showing 

the extent of the mill is reproduced here. 

 

The land mentioned to the west of Dunnikier Road started to be purchased by the 

Society  in 1670/72 from the Lands of Balsusnie. The Society continued to hold and 

expand this land until around 1860 when it started to be feued. The earliest feu was for 

the property of Whytebank which became the home of John Key – he of the Whytebank 

Engineering Company and the Abden Shipbuilding Works. 

 

When the East Mill is mentioned it is rather a coincidence in that around 1790 it came 



into the hands of the Hutchison family. As mentioned in a previous Objects, two of 

John Key's daughters married two Hutchison brothers. (Object 26 John Key). 

 

The booklet tells us that in past times, especially to older generations, prior to the 

building of the maritime themed streets  – the area was known locally as The Sailor's 

Park. Two streets, Prime Gilt Box Street and Mariner Street, were named at the request 

of the feu superiors – the Prime Gilt Box Society – ensuring that the area's origins 

would be remembered for posterity. 

 

In 1689, the records  mention a famous 

Kirkcaldy name. That name is Captain James 

Oswald, a skipper and a Burgess of 

Kirkcaldy. He was also at the same time the 

box-master of the Society. This is the same 

James Oswald who, in 1703, bought Old 

Dunnikier from John Watson. Old Dunnikier 

still stands and is now the Path Surgery. We 

can digress for a few moments to look at the 

Oswald family who became one of  the town's most influential and important figures. 

 

Around 1610, Thomas Oswald was born in Kirkcaldy. He married an Isobel Anderson 

and they had 11 children – one of which was Captain James Oswald (1650-1716). 

Without question this is  the box-master mentioned in 1689. Captain Oswald was an 

M.P. and also Kirkcaldy's Dean of Guild between 1703 and 1715. He occupied the 

Provost's chair in 1706.This gentleman appears to have used his maritime skills to 

become the founder of the Oswald dynasty. Captain James Oswald had 8 children with 

a son born in 1685 christened James. 

 

This particular James had a very short life as he died in 1725. He was known as James 

Oswald of Dunnikier and had married an Anna Durie. While he had a comparatively 

short life he fathered 6 children. On the 12th June 1715, one, the Right Honourable 

James Oswald was born. James married an Elizabeth Townsend. James was a lawyer 

by profession and became a significant politician and in his time was:- 

 

Member of Parliament for Kirkcaldy Burghs. 

Member of Parliament for Fife. 

Lord of the Treasury. 

Lord of Trade and Plantations. 

Commissioner for the Navy. 

 

James Oswald died in 1769 and is buried in Westminster Abbey together with his wife. 

There is a brass plaque marking the grave which was added in 1881 by his great-

grandson James T. Oswald*. The plaque mentions that James was a friend of both 

Adam Smith and David Hume. James and Elizabeth only had one child – a son – James 

Townsend Oswald. It was this James who in the 1790s commenced building the present 



Dunnikier House. While James Townsend Oswald was an only son – he fathered 8 

children, including General Sir John Oswald. 

 

*Almost without question this will be Major James T. Oswald (1820-1893) who 

succeeded his father –  General Sir John Oswald in 1840. 

 

We can move neatly back to the Prime Gilt Box with the 

mention of the Honourable James Oswald. To be an M.P. 

for Kirkcaldy Burghs, one requirement was to have a 

house inside the burgh boundary. Oswald had a house, 

and a significant one at that, built at the junction of 

Dishington Wynd 

and the High 

Street. The name 

was soon 

converted to Oswald's Wynd. A map highlighting 

the site of the house is shown on the map 

reproduced here. The opportunity is also taken to 

include a photograph of the impressive property 

which no longer stands. The photograph is 

displayed courtesy of Fife Today.  

 

One thing which strikes those who enjoy looking at local maps of the period is the  vast 

acreage marked as the property of the Oswald family. It cements the notion that when 

the Council required funds – they would sell off land and the Oswald family seems to 

have had a more than veracious appetite for its purchase! 

 

Keeping in mind that the Box existed long before the influence of the Oswald family 

came into being– the Box held four acres of land close to Oswald's town house. In 1766 

– just 3 years before his death – Oswald exchanged additional land adjoining Sailors 

Park for the 4 acres close to his High Street home. Mr Davidson was able to add that 

the transaction was recorded in the Register of Sasines, Fife, Vol., XXIX (pages 15 and 

17). 

 

Mention was also made of the acquisition of further property when the Book of the Box 

disclosed a bond being secured in 1677. Thomas Whyte was the keeper of the Prime 

Gilt Box at the time. It would appear that a bond was taken for 250 merks Scots from 

Isobel Law – onli laufull dowghter to umqll William Law 

mariner burgess of Kirkcaldie. Umgll is now spelt 

umquhile and means “formerly or at some previous time”. 

We can only assume that William Law is dead and 250 

merks has been advanced and will be repaid when Isobel 

Law passes away. This seems to have happened in 1697 

when the Box took possession of the property. It became 

a hostel for sailor's widows. The site was at 415/417 High 



Street and a map from 1824, by John Wood, shows the site marked as the property of 

the Society. It was sold in 1919 and that transaction will be covered later in the story. 

 

Some lines are mentioned on the Covenanting period in relation to the Box. These fall 

mainly in 1640 and 1641 during the war between Charles I and his Parliament. In 1640, 

the Scottish Covenanter army had secured almost complete control of the North East 

of England. After a period of hardship for the region, the Scots left after a truce was 

negotiated at York and they were paid £60,000 on their departure. The Royalist navy 

had been attempting to blockade Scottish ports in an effort to prevent the shipping of 

arms and ammunition to the North East. Included in a letter dated the 13th October 1640 

we read “It seems the King's ships do little good upon the coast of Scotland, for this 

last week the ship of Captain Hind of Kirkcaldy came hither with coals and goods; two 

days ago, came the ship of John White of Kirkcaldy”. Thomas Cunningham is 

attributed as being the organiser of this blockade running – more on him shortly. 

 

Mr Davidson also quotes two entries from the old Seamen's Box Book:- 

 

January 12, 1641 – item was taken out of the box to give the sailleris at Newcaslill four 

hunder and fyftie merk befor thes men wndewreat (?)  The entry was signed by John 

Tennet. (? possibly retreat) 

 

April 17, 1641 – in taxing out of the box befor this witnes tue hundreth thriescore thrie 

pound sextene schilling to giff to Patrick Inglies for the use of Thomas Cunninghame 

factor of Camfeire and that for the publick before this witnes James Law (Bailie). 

 

Helpfully, Mr Davidson converts the two sums to £24 and £22. Some research was 

done on this Thomas Cunningham and it transpires that he was one of the staunchest 

supporters and leading arms suppliers to the Scottish National Covenant of 1638. He 

was a Dutch born Scot from Veere. He and his brother, James, both held the position 

of Conservator of the Scottish Staple. Thomas had become a factor at Veere in 1621 

and then Conservator by a 1644 act of the Parliament of Scotland, a position he held 

until 1660. He was clearly an important figure. The staple is/was a system where the 

government or ruler required that all overseas trade, in certain goods,  were transacted 

at specific designated ports, which were then known as staple ports. Scotland's staple 

port was Bruges but, when its harbour started to silt up, the port was moved to Veere 

in Holland around 1541 which remained the staple port until 1799. In Scotland, the 

Veere was referred to as Campveere which explains the Camfeire mentioned above. 

 

In terms of the Isle of May Lighthouse there is very little added, although the skippers 

mentioned above, John Whyte and William Hird, both merited a mention. These men 

contributed to the box as a result of specific voyages in 1639 and 1640 and each of the 

sums paid were utilised for  – Licht of May payed. The original light on the island was 

a beacon stand and a tower was not erected until 1656 (this is possibly incorrect – 1636 

is more probable*), The light was provided by the burning of coals with powder used 

for shots or flares in times of fog. As well as paying dues for the upkeep of the stand 



and subsequently the tower, Kirkcaldy supplied the powder for the shot/flares. 

 

While strictly not part of the narrative, some research was carried out on the light. The 

fact is, that while the first lighthouse built on mainland Scotland is Kinnaird Head, 

which dates from 1787 –  the Isle of May, 5 miles from Anstruther, had a lighthouse 

from as long ago as 1636. While the island is technically not on the mainland it is 

beyond doubt the first Scottish lighthouse. 

 

The following is mainly taken from the website of the Northern Lighthouse Board 

where we learn that the beacon was constructed in 1836* as the result of a patent 

granted by Charles I to three East Lothian residents – John Maxwell of Innerwick and 

the father and son duo of John and Alexander Cunningham of Barnes. The island sits 

at the mouth of the Firth of Forth – 5 miles from the Fife coast and 11 miles from that 

of Lothian. Historically many ships had been wrecked on the shores of the Forth – 

hence the need for the light. Charles also authorised the collecting of tonnage based 

dues for the maintenance of the light and building. It seems that local shipping was 

charged at half the rate of non-local shipping. 

 

The beacon was a stone structure which was surmounted by an iron chauffeur+ which 

burned coal to serve as the illumination. It appears that 400 tons of coal were used per 

annum and three men were employed all year round to maintain the light. Initially the 

coal was manually carried to the chauffeur up the staircase but, in time, a box/pulley 

was used to hoist the coal from ground level. While it was the first lighthouse in 

Scotland it did have shortcomings and was replaced by the current structure, in 1816, 

designed by Robert Stevenson. 

 

+ this was a surprise as a chauffeur is normally considered as a person who drives a 

private car owned by someone else. It transpires the word comes from the French 

meaning “to heat”. 

 

Further research shows that dues became payable for shipping entering Scottish waters 

from Dunnottar in the north, to St. Abbs in the south. Apparently the costs in 1637 were 

1 shilling and 6 pence Scots per ton for local ships and 3 shillings Scots for non local 

shipping. 

 

How these dues were collected is not yet clear – presumably at the destination port and 

then paid over to the owners of the lighthouse which, of course, was in private hands. 

The assumption has to be the dues were collected and paid, in Kirkcaldy at least, by 

the box master. 

 

Fortunately the Scottish Lighthouse Museum in Fraserburgh came to the rescue when 

contacted. It is correct that all profits from these ventures went to the owners and the 

dues were collected at the discharging ports as per an agreement made by the 

Convention of Royal Burghs via acts passed by the old Scottish Parliament. As already 

mentioned the Box-master often acted as the Harbour Commissioner so it is likely the 



dues were paid to him in that capacity. 

 

The research disclosed an interesting item in the Scots Magazine 

of the 1st August 1811 where the first proposals to build a new 

lighthouse were mooted with the illumination suggested as being 

oil rather than the more expensive coal. The item suggested that a 

good surplus must be being made to allow consideration of a new 

structure. It helpfully indicated that the rate at the time for Scottish 

vessels was 1½d per ton and  'foreign' vessels including England 

were charged dues of 3d per ton. The owner of the Island was the 

Duke of Portland.. However, the Nottingham Gazette  of the 17th June 1814 advises 

that a Bill had been enacted in Parliament to authorise the purchase of the Isle from the 

Duke by the Lords of the Admiralty. 

 

The Prime Gilt Box Society had a Loft in the Parish 

Church. The plan of the church before it was rebuilt 

shows both a ”Sailor's Stair” and a “Shipmaster's Stair” 

having been built in 1648. The Society also had a 

mortcloth for use by its members. This is a ceremonial 

cover which is/was draped over a coffin or corpse 

during a funeral. Most individuals could not afford a 

cloth, hence the society acquiring one for the use of 

members. From time to time the cloth was hired or lent 

out. It is recorded that in January 1617, the Laid of Carden paid 40/- for its hire. Mr 

Davidson suggests this could be George Martyn “the last laird” whose father wished to 

be buried at a spot from which the shipping on the Firth of Forth could be seen – 

Kiersbrae being the spot. 

 

For mariners the danger of piracy was never far away especially from Algerian pirates. 

In 1634, Turks captured several Kirkcaldy sailors  and Mr Davidson's researches took 

him to the Sessiouns Book of the Scottische Staple Church at Campveere revealing 

that;- Thomas Cunningham was instructed to visit Kirkcaldy with a sum of money for 

some Kirkcaldy men who were prisoners in Turkish hands, and if found necessary, the 

church was to give “at leist fyve and twentie lib Flemish.” According to the box record, 

there was a meeting of all the shipowners, masters, sailors and hiresmen, in the 

Tolbooth on the 1st August 1635 when, in order to affect the redemption of these men, 

the contributions were to be doubled until the ransoms were completed. 

 

On the 1st December 1635, it is recorded that the sum of 940 markis was lent out of the 

box to Johne Williamson “to make up the somme (sum) of 9,000 marks to be delyverit 

to Patrick Wod for the relieffe of the captives” and there are several entries in the 

following two years also relating to the redemption of those who had been “taken by 

the insolent foe and sold to slavery.” 

 

There was a modest section on prisoners of war which mainly related to the Dutch Wars 



of the 17th century which were almost exclusively naval battles. There were three such 

wars and there is a record from December 1667 of three payments being made to 

prisoners and examples are:- 

 

Item to four seamen that wer prisoners in Jutland          8/- 

Item to two seamen that wer prisoners in Zeland         10/- 

Item to thri seamen that wer prisoners at Amsterdam  18/- 

 

There was also a small section on shipwrecked sailors being provided for. The term 

shipbroken is used which simply means their living has been lost by their ship/s being 

wrecked. Below is an example taken verbatim from 1671:- 

 

“Given to a shipbroken skipper £2.18/-; to shipbroken men by order of ye provest £3. 

to two shipbroken scemth (scorched) seamen 16/- ; to a shipbroken man belonging to 

farsellburgh (Fraserburgh) 13/4d.; To a shipbroken boy 4/-.” 

 

The above should hopefully have given the reader an indication of the purpose and  the 

range of activities undertaken by the Society. The assets were held in trust by a group 

of members or managers from inception until 1839. At that point, an action was brought 

by one of the beneficiaries which remained in the Court of Session until 1845 when the 

management and constitution dramatically changed forever. 

 

So, just what was this case which spent 6 years being debated and considered by the 

Court of Session. From the available details, there appears to have been a fairly 

problem free operation from 1591 until 1838 – nearly 250 years, but that tranquil 

situation ended in a spectacular way. 

 

The Fife Free Press came to the rescue in its edition of the 1st February 1930 with a 

contributed piece. This prevented the need to work through the court documents 

relating to what was known as Steedman v Malcolm and others. Mrs Steedman was a 

widow and annuitant of the Society and the action was raised in her name. 

 

The article did not initially add much to what had already been 

researched, but it revealed that the levy per sailor, when the case came 

to court, was set at 2½p per £1 of wages. It also indicated that the master 

of each ship deducted the dues from the wages – marked the deductions 

from each voyage in a passbook – and, at the end of the year, handed 

the total over to the box-master. In the 17th century both masters and 

mariners attended the Society's meetings but it was the managers, 12 in 

number, who determined how the monies were to be distributed. The 

12 were almost exclusively ship-owners. The article then moved on to 

the origins of the court case. 

 

In time, a debate had arisen as to whether the common mariners were 

constituent members of the society or simply interested spectators. It is difficult to be 



precise as to why the next moves were made, but the shipowners and masters set about 

the task of “cutting out” the sailors. A decision had been taken that sailors were not 

constituent members of the Society, plus, the box-master had indicated that there was 

difficulty in getting some sailors to pay and that many were in arrears. This is difficult 

to understand if the levy was deducted from wages, but this is what the records 

apparently state! 

 

The situation was seen as an opportunity for expulsion. At the Annual General Meeting 

in 1812 it was enacted that sailors who had not previously paid three year's poor money 

and  then continued to pay regularly should not be entitled to the benefits. Without 

question this was a first step towards  an oligarchic association. 

 

This was followed in 1826 by an effort to rewrite the rules and regulations on the basis 

of dealing with “the matter of the laws and regulations of the society so long 

contemplated”. By 1828 the new constitution had been written and approved, solely, 

by the owners and shipmasters. The new rules stated that only members of their class 

could be admitted! At a meeting in December 1828, all members who were in arrears,  

were struck off without notice. At this stage the number of members had been reduced 

to 21. 

 

For  the 10 years following this alteration, seemingly no steps were taken to control the 

proceedings of the Society. It was said that the changes were met with general 

indignation although “one or two persons did become clamorous”. However, the wider 

problem was, could the remaining shipowners and masters appropriate, to themselves, 

the property of a society founded on the contributions of sailors. By this stage, the 

assets were considerable, including the heritage mentioned previously and the loft in 

the Parish Church. Few persons now applied for membership of the Society as the entry 

fee and annual subscription were out of all  proportion to the benefits received. 

 

In 1840, it was said that there were 9 widows receiving around £4 per annum and the 

purging of the Society had, over the previous decade, reduced the number of members 

to 6! 

 

These six were not named in 1946 by Mr Davidson but this 1930 contributor was not 

holding back. They were:- 

 

• John Malcolm who was the box-master. 

• His son John was a member. 

• His brother-in-law George Oliphant was a member. 

• Oliphant's nephew Robert Tod was a member. 

• Oliphant's brother-in-law Thomas Bell was a member. 

• Thomas Bell's son John was also a member. 

 

Therefore, whenever a fully constituted meeting was held it was nothing more or less  

than a family gathering – all 6 being related by birth or marriage! 



 

The assets at the time were considered to be in the region of 

£3,000. The Society, or the Malcolm/Oliphant family, claimed 

that the work of the Society had been superseded by insurance 

companies and they proposed to dissolve the society and share 

the proceeds amongst the remaining members. This is exactly 

what they did in January 1839 and an advertisement for the 

sale of the assets, taken from the Fife Herald of the 9th May 

1839 is shown here. By any measure these were significant 

assets for a small society – 6+ acres of land – a tenement and 

garden close to the harbour – a superiority over the land of 

East Mills and others – plus two lofts in the church. 

 

The question of the legality of the proposals now became acute and, as a result, 70 

sailors petitioned the magistrates of Kirkcaldy asking that they intercede on their behalf. 

No action was taken, possibly because the magistrates felt they did not have the 

authority, or, more likely, they had no appetite to upset two of the most prominent 

families in the town. Undaunted, a large number of widows and sailors then petitioned 

the Court of Session to “Prohibit the dissolution and the disposing of the property to 

the private and personal use and benefits of the respondents as individuals”. 

 

The first decision on the case was given in January 1842 when Lord Cockburn declared  

that “there was no doubt as to the object of the Society, which was to relieve poor 

sailors of Kirkcaldy and their families. A Court of Justice cannot support the managers 

of a charitable fund in so bold an experiment”. Although the Society had the nerve to 

appeal they again lost. 

 

In July 1842, Lord Jeffrey ordered a report on the position of the Society. Meantime, 

the operation of the Society was placed  in the hands of an independent party. In July 

1844, the report and a new constitution was laid before the court which was approved 

by Lord Wood in March 1845. 

If you think the names Cockburn and Jeffrey have been mentioned previously – they 

have indeed – the two were the celebrated defence team of David Landale who, 20 

years previously, was involved in the fatal duel with his former banker – George 

Morgan. (Object 14 - Twelve Paces, Aim and Fire). 

 

This new constitution, for the first time, put the Prime Gilt Box on a far stronger footing 

as the result of its sound legal basis. The funds of the Society were made over to the 

Provost & Bailies of Kirkcaldy along with the Sheriff of the County of Fife plus the 

Sheriff Substitute as ex officio managers. The others were elected by the members 

bringing up 12 in total. 

 

The initial constitution shows the elected members being:- 

 

• Michael Beveridge          Manufacturer 



• James Jameson                Merchant 

• Alex Lowrie                    Shipmaster 

• James Mann                              “ 

• John Miller                                “              

• Mathew Beveridge was elected Treasurer & Box-Master 

• J.R. Gray, Writer, was elected as Clerk. 

 

The rules were clear, concise and precise and covered almost every contingency. The 

headings in the constitution covered:- 

 

• Members and Objects of the Society. 

• Objects and Distribution of Funds. 

• Management. 

• Duties of the Managers. 

• Management of Property. 

• Treasurer and his Management. 

• Auditors and Publication of Abstract of Receipts and Expenditure. 

• Books etc. 

• Application for Relief. 

• Bye Laws. 

 

 It is  now worthwhile examining a report carried by the Fifeshire 

Advertiser in its edition of the 9th January 1875. This relates to the 

Annual General Meeting of the Society which had been held in the 

Burgh Court Room the previous Monday. A shipowner, Robert 

Herriot, was in the chair and the Clerk to the Society was local 

solicitor Mr Johnston. (T.&T. Johnston) 

 

It is an excellent example of a meeting as unusually it carries considerable details of 

the operation of the Society which were not available in every report. Over the years, 

all too often, only the financial details are reported. This can be traced directly to the 

constitution, where Section XXIII. - relating to the Abstract of Receipts and 

Expenditure states that “the auditors shall meet in sufficient time to have their report 

prepared and presented to the Quarterly Meeting of Managers on the first Monday of 

October for their approval or directions. An abstract of the Annual Account shall, 

within a week after it has been finally approved, be certified by the Provost and 

published in some newspaper having general circulation in the burgh”. Therefore only 

the publication of the accounts was a necessity. 

 

The Managers were listed as:- 

• Robert Herriot           Shipowner 

• J.B. Dundas               Mariner 

• Alexander Hay          Shipowner 

• William Yule             Merchant 



• J.C. Ramsay                      “ 

• John Miller               Shipmaster 

 

On the motion of Bailie Barnet - Matthew Beveridge was re-elected box-master and 

Mr Johnston was returned to his position as the clerk. This report on the  A.G.M. 

provided some backdrop and consequences to/from the celebrated case of the 1840s:- 

 

“In 1845, the Court of Session decreed that the funds were to now be 

vested in the Provost and Bailies of the Burgh and their successors in 

office as trustees for behoof of  aged and destitute seamen, their widows 

and children. A new constitution was drawn up coming into effect after 

the outcome of the court case. 

 

“The constitution and rules of the Society were prepared by Andrew 

Jamieson, Advocate, under a remit to him by Lord Jeffrey in an action 

which commenced in the Court of Session in 1839 and approved in 

March 1845. 

 

The rules stated that “the persons entitled to relief are, besides members – all 

shipmasters, seamen, ship-carpenters and ferrymen, belonging to the actual port of 

Kirkcaldy, or who have served  for three years in ships belonging to the actual port 

thereof, and who have acquired, or shall hereafter acquire a settlement within the parish 

of Kirkcaldy, by a three years residence therein, their widows and children”. 

 

While not contained in the report, it is perhaps prudent to mention the following who  

were also  judged to be entitled to be considered members of the Society and entitled 

to claim relief:- 

  

“All persons who, previous to the raising of the present action, have paid entry money 

to the Society, or rates and dues thereto, or who have served for three years in ships 

which contributed during that period to the funds, and the widows and families of these 

persons, wherever they may at present reside”. 

Finally came the restriction that -“it is provided that the capital stock shall in no case 

be encroached upon. The interest amounts to upwards of £120 per annum and the whole 

is spent in the matter indicated in the rules”. 

 

The financial report (converted to decimal currency) followed which reflected the 

transactions for the 12 month period. The report reflected that there were now 89 

individuals benefiting from assistance from the Society:- 

 

Opening Bank Balance                                   95.80 

Add income (Rents, Fee duties, etc)             121.65 

Total                                                            £ 217.45 

Less Expenditure    

Miscellaneous Expenditure      36.50 



First Class Annuitants              53.20 

Second Class Annuitants          16.25             106.95        

Cash + Bank at year end                             £ 111.50 

 

There were 65 first class annuitants and they were allocated 90p per annum paid 

quarterly at 22½p. The 24 second class received 70p per annum   paid quarterly at 

17½p.  

 

The report also disclosed that there were two 

fresh applications for support and both came 

from former seamen. One was from Pathhead, 

aged 75, with the other, aged 79, from West 

Wemyss. Both were admitted as first class 

annuitants which might suggest that sailors were 

considered first class and widows/children 

second class. 

 

The meeting concluded following a debate around a possible increase in the annuity 

rates. However, as there had been expenses involved with some of the properties – it 

was left in abeyance.  

 

The rules in relation to distribution were precise:- “The sole object of the institution, 

after providing for the annuitants as after-mentioned, shall be to afford relief to the 

members when disabled from earning sustenance, by sickness, old age, or accident, 

and the like relief to their widows and children; to which purposes the income of the 

institution shall be exclusively applied, at the discretion of the Managers after 

deduction of the necessary expenses of management and repairs, and a small reserve 

to meet extraordinary emergencies”. 

 

That was followed by an astonishing revelation, at least to our thinking - “and any of 

the six persons who lately considered themselves the only members, shall be allowed 

to continue upon the rules passed by certain members in the year 1828; - that is, upon 

their continuing to pay into the funds the contributions required by the above rules, 

they shall be entitled to have their widows placed upon the funds for similar annuities”. 

 

Yes – the 6 who tried to make away with all the assets and wind up the Society are still 

getting their widows' noses in the trough!! Clearly, the Oliphant's and the Malcolm's 

had clout as well as Wynds being named after them – Unbelievable? 

 

Interestingly, we also learn in the same section that in 1845 the  annuities “presently 

being paid to four shipmasters and two seamen's widows shall not be reduced. It would 

seem therefore, that at the time of the court case, there were only 6 annuitants while by 

1875 the number had increased to 89!  

 

Finally from this section, mention was made as how to apply for relief. The method is 



quoted verbatim below:- 

 

“Forms of application for relief shall be printed, with blanks to be filled in in writing, 

or taken down by the Clerk, and shall be laid before the Managers at their next Ordinary 

Meeting, or at a meeting to be called on purpose in case of emergency; and, in the 

meantime, the Treasurer shall have power to grant interim relief upon an order signed 

by two managers. There had to be at least 4 meetings per year on the first Mondays of 

January, April, July and October; and besides these, shall meet as frequently as may be 

found necessary”. 

 

The reports and the rules and regulations give a solid impression that a firm grip has 

been taken on the affairs of the Society and it is now fulfilling its core aim. 

 

It is now time to look at Matthew Beveridge who was box-master for 

30 years. The sharp-eyed will have noticed that Matthew was elected 

to the position in 1845 when the new constitution came into play. In 

1875, as mentioned above, he was still the holder of the position. Sadly, 

he died in 1876 but his name is perpetuated in Matthew Street. 

Matthew Beveridge was a Writer by trade so his legal training stood 

him in good stead for his work with many local organisations. 

 

The Fifeshire Journal of the 30th November 1876 disclosed from his 

Will “that £500 has been left towards building a sailor's home, £150 to 

help build a session house for St James' Church, £150 to the Link's 

Mission Church and £100 in aid of the building fund for the new church connected 

with the Kirkcaldy congregation. There was still £20,000 to be shared amongst friends 

and family”. (the assumption has to be that the £100 was towards the new St. Brycedale 

Church which opened in 1879). 

 

It is the £500 which now comes under examination. 

Despite the intended purpose being a sailors home – 

contemporary reports suggest that it was for a hall in 

which to hold their meetings. In short, nothing 

transpired towards either aim until 1889. The £500 

had been lodged in a bank and interest was accruing. 

The Fifeshire Advertiser of the 15th October 1881 

demonstrates this point, when the abstract of accounts 

for the year ending 1st October are published. It is 

interesting to see the change in the income stream 

from levies to  rent from houses, feu duties, rents from 

land etc. What is also disclosed is that the  monies 

from the Beveridge Bequest have now risen to 

£548.13.10d. 

 

In 1889, for some reason, it was determined that the bequest should  be made over to 



the Adam Smith Memorial Fund on the condition that the Society 

would be given a room in the proposed Adam Smith Hall to hold 

their meetings. It would seem that this was thought to fulfil the 

condition of providing a meeting hall – but what it did in terms of 

a sailor's home seems to be a moot point. The pressure can of 

course be understood – as there was a frantic attempt to recognise 

Adam Smith in a tangible form. This was the brainchild of Michael 

Beveridge who had been installed as Provost in 1886 and wished 

to have a tangible memorial in place to mark the centenary of 

Smith's death in 1890. 

 

Given the cerebral capacity of the managers, why of earth did they 

think that giving away the capital and interest – now some £700 – 

was a good deal, purely for the provision of a room for four 

meetings per year? Voices were raised against 

this decision, but, as the Initial List of 

Subscribers from the Fifeshire Advertiser of the 

9th of August 1889 shows, the donation being 

made and the 4th largest at that point. 

 

The Fife Free Press had reported in their edition 

of the 15th June 1889 that it had been Robert 

Herriot, the Box-master, who had argued for the 

funds to be used in this way. It was a semantic 

argument suggesting that Beveridge's intention 

was the provision of a hall and this action provided a hall. Complete nonsense, as all it 

did was give the use of a room 4 times per annum. On top of that, the approval of the 

Court of Session had to be secured as the transaction was 

ultra vires to the constitution. 

 

Winding the clock back to the Fifeshire Advertiser of the 

24th June 1882 an advertisement is worth reproducing. 

This is the Society offering to let their field (Sailor's 

Park) of 6¼ acres. As we shall see the land would soon 

give way to building rather than grazing. 

 

One of the first signs of this activity came as a surprise from the pages of the Fife Free 

Press of the 15th April 1893. An advert was carried which indicated that plans had been 

submitted by the Prime Gilt Box Society and Mr G.J. Beveridge in respect of a proposal 

to lay out roads on the east side of Dunnikier Road. It was remitted to the Roads, Street 

& Bridges Committee. What was a surprise was that the Society's ground, as far as is 

known, all lay to the west of Dunnikier Road. 

 



 

A huge source of information was stumbled on in the Fife Free 

Press of  the 16th October 1970. This was an article on local 

solicitor Mr James Lumsden. The article  centred on the fact 

that Mr Lumsden had just completed, at the age of 90, 50 

consecutive years as the Clerk to the Prime Gilt Box Society. 

He was at the time the senior partner in the firm of T & T 

Johnston. He had joined the firm in 1901 and had taken over the 

position as Clerk to the Society in 1920, following the death of 

Tom Johnston. James Lumsden never changed the name of the 

firm despite the fact he was, to all intents and purposes, a sole 

trader. In 1948, his son was assumed a partner – Tom Lumsden 

of Boys' Brigade fame! 

 

The article, while celebrating the 50 years’ service, also highlighted that his 

predecessor and late business partner, Tom Johnston, had himself clocked up 46 years 

in the position. This meant that, between them, they had held the position of Clerk for 

96 consecutive years! Over and above, it was Tom Lumsden who took over the 

situation on his father's retiral. The unnamed Fife Free Press reporter had taken the 

opportunity to detail Mr Lumsden's recollections of the Society and they included:- 

that, “the 6 acres of land were purchased as far back as 1670 and confirmed that, from 

then, until towards the end of the 19th century, it was known as Sailor's Park. It was in 

1766 that the park was extended by the exchange of lands with the Laird of Dunnikier 

which has been covered earlier. 

 

The original park is now bordered by; Dunnikier 

Road, Meldrum Road, Prime Gilt Box  Street and 

Patterson Street. In the second half of the 19th 

century the expansion of the town saw requests 

and applications being made to the Society for 

land to be made available for building. One of the 

first successful applications resulted in land being 

feued to build two large mansions – Whytebank 

and Parkhill. On the 9th September 1893, again 

from the pages of the Fife 

Free Press, it is noted that 

an application  had been 

submitted to build two 

double blocks of cottages on Prime Gilt Box land on the west side of Dunnikier Road. 

The applicant was one Henry Masterton, a builder, 

from Institution Street. These bungalows filled the 

space between the two mansions and are separated by 

the mouth of Mariner Street. Photographs of the two 

runs of properties are reproduced here. 

 



Masterton also built two other streets. The first, which runs north to south, was named 

Matthew Street in memory of Matthew Beveridge. The other, which runs from east to 

west, was named Mariner Street in recognition of the seafaring connections of the 

Prime Gilt Box. Mariner Street is simply an entrance to Matthew Street and has never 

supported any buildings. Shortly afterwards Masterton was advertising cottages for 

sale in both Dunnikier Road and Matthew Street. 

 

In 1898, the remaining Sailor's Park ground was feued. Robert Wemyss & Co., had 

attempted and even offered to purchase the land for a new factory. However, instead, 

it was feued to a firm of builders and that resulted in two further streets being built. We  

have been able to establish that the firm of builders were George Smith & Son based 

in Dunnikier Road. 

 

The street running north to south was named Prime Gilt 

Box Street with the other, which runs from east to west, 

named Patterson Street. Why and who is Patterson? 

Robert Wemyss & Co., had secured adjoining land for 

their new factory which was named the Caledonian 

Linen Mills. 

 

Research into the origin of the street's name found it to be named after 

a Robert Patterson who was  born in Kirriemuir in 1853. He had been 

trained in a linen works in Dundee before arriving in Kirkcaldy. In fact, 

he had moved to Robert Wemyss & Co when they were still operating 

from the Abbotshall Linen Works which was then at the top of the  now 

Olympia Arcade. Patterson was credited with the rapid expansion of the 

firm which led to the new factory being required and established. 

Robert Patterson died aged 78 at his home, Fergusleigh, 10 West 

Fergus Place, on the 19th June 1931. 

 

However, “the builder (Smith) did not make use of all 

the land and very quickly a portion was obtained by 

the Local Authority who set about constructing what 

is still known as the North School. Sufficient space 

still remained available allowing Smith to develop two 

further streets which, in keeping with the maritime 

associations of the area, were named Nile Street and 

Nelson Street”. A little further research revealed an item carried by the Fife Free 

Press on the 16th September 1899. George Smith was approaching the Council seeking 

permission to name these two new streets he was in the process of completing - Nile 

Street and Nelson Street. This possibly suggests these were Smith's own preferences as 

names and not dictated by the Society. 

 

The final sentence of the article revealed that, at the time of its publication, – the 

annuity figure was £14 per annum. 



 

An unusual request was unearthed in the pages of the Fife Free Press of the 17th January 

1959. The Caledonian Linen Mill had been taken over by the 

Dysart carpet weaving firm of James Meikle & Co. Ltd. They 

had a mind to have Prime Gilt Box Street renamed, due to 

what they termed its causing “awkwardness in business.” 

They had suggested replacing the name with 

Caledonian Street. Thankfully, the Council 

rejected the suggestion out of hand. 

 

On Saturday the 21st February 1920, we find the Fife Free Press 

carrying an advertisement in relation to the Society which also had to 

be carried by the Fifeshire Advertiser. This was to alert the public that 

the Society was once again petitioning the Court of Session. The 

advertisement is reproduced here. The Managers were seeking approval 

for three actions:- 

 

• To sell their premises at 415/417 High Street to the Scottish 

Coastal Mission for the sum of £1150.00. 

• To sell their pews in the Parish Church to the Kirk Session for the sum of £30. 

• To donate to the Mangers of the Scottish Coastal Mission the sum of £200. This 

was to come from the funds in the Matthew Beveridge Bequest. Furthermore, 

future interest from the capital of the Bequest was now to be applied for the 

general purposes of the Society and not simply be allowed to accrue. 

 

The article mentioned earlier from the Fife Free Press dated the 1st February 1930, had 

suggested that the Managers had finally realised that handing over such a hefty sum to 

the Adam Smith Memorial Fund for 4 meetings a year was not good business. They 

had asked for their donation be returned. The £200 was for the same purpose – securing 

a room, this time, in their former premises to hold their meetings) 

 

The Scotsman of the 15th May 1920 reveals that the petition had been granted and all 

the requests approved. The value of the stocks held was put at £5,016 and the Beveridge 

Bequest stood at £1,257 – evidence that the monies had indeed been returned by the 

Adam Smith Hall Memorial Committee. 

 

The Fife Free Press of the 16th October 1920 reported on the 

opening of the new  hall of the Scottish Coastal Mission. The 

Mission was an evangelical force which operated in all the major 

ports on the county's seaboard. The new building offered dual 

facilities – a mission hall and a recreation resort. It was Sir Michael 

Nairn who carried out the opening ceremony and mentioned that 

in the year ending the 30th September last, 363 ships had docked at 

Dysart and Kirkcaldy and that over 2,000 seamen had been visited 

on their ships by the Mission. It goes without saying that much of 



the funding for the conversion of the new mission came from the Nairn family. 

 

A snapshot of the new situation is shown in the columns of the Fife Free Press of the 

16th October 1920. The abstract of accounts for the year ending the 1st October 1920 

are published. The main account is standard in every way as shown by the figures 

reproduced here. 

 

The Income streams were:- 

 

• When decimalised the house rents amounted to £53.35. 

• The feu duties etc., amounted to £97.67. 

• The pews have brought in £1.27. 

•  Interest and rebates of tax amount to £67.76 giving a total 

income of just over £220. 

 

 On the expenditure side annuities are just over £88. in total. 

 

It is when the accounts of the Matthew Beveridge Bequest are viewed 

that the changes approved by the Court of Session can be seen. The 

starting figure was indeed £1,257 with interest of £68 to be added. 

The outgoings were £2. as an allowance to Mr Johnston for office 

rent, the £200 paid to the Scottish Coast Mission and £52 being the 

costs of the agent's fees in relation to the Court of Session. This left 

a balance of £1,071 to be carried forward. 

 

The funds were now invested in 3 segments. The original petition 

had indicated that the remaining balance of the Matthew Beveridge Bequest would 

only be placed in approved trust investments. The assumption must be that the 

following qualify:- 

 

• £1003 in 5% Exchequer Stock 

• £50 in a loan to Kirkcaldy Town Council 

• £18 on deposit receipt with the Commercial Bank. 

 

The interest would now no longer be applied to increase the bequest but would go 

towards the general expenses. The accounts were signed off by Provost Alex Kilgour 

with Michael Nicol signing as Box-master. 

 

This appears to be the last of any contentious issues and, as far as we know, appearances 

in the Court of Session. As the story and the Society started to wind down some general 

findings are included below. 

 



Firstly, a copy of an advertisement run in the Fife Free 

Press of  the 6th November 1920 shows the Clerk 

indicating that payments of feu duty to the Society will 

be due shortly. As already mentioned this had become 

an important element of 

income. The notice is signed by Michael Nicol which is a 

name which appears in a significant number of our previous 

objects. On this occasion a little research was carried out and 

Nicol is an interesting figure. When he died aged 83 in 1933 

handsome tributes were paid to “the oldest practising 

solicitor in the area”. It transpires that he was employed by 

Matthew Beveridge and on Beveridge's death he took over 

the business. This is not the time to over-elaborate but his 

obituary demonstrates a huge connection with local groups 

and societies. A bachelor, he lived with a brother, in West 

Fergus Place and they died within a month of each other. In fact all 5 siblings died 

without marrying. 

 

The Dundee Courier of the 29th March 1949 carried an 

interesting story entitled the “Mystery of the Prime Gilt 

Box”. Without disclosing which firm was involved, the 

article disclosed that a solicitor's safe had contained the 

paperwork and judgements, running to 55 pages, on the 

celebrated case of Steedman versus Malcolm. It suggests 

that the action was against 8 individuals, not 6, “who 

proposed dissolving the Society and appropriating the cash”. 

The journalist had done a little research and in 1948 the 

Society had assets of £8,000 with 27 annuitants receiving £10 each. It can only be 

assumed  that the firm in question was T.&T. 

Johnston. The value of the article is that it 

apparently shows how little was known about the 

Society, even in 1949, when the reporter wrote 

that museum “officials confessed they had never 

heard of it”. Bit of licence being taking there, as it was on display at Mr Davidson's 

talk in 1946! 

 

Incidentally, the firm still exists in the shape of Innes Johnston operating from the 

Esplanade. The Fife Free Press of the 26th July 1985 reported that the firm of T.& T. 

Johnston would be leaving 16 Wemyssfield and become part of Messrs Innes, Johnston 

& Co., W.S. operating from 197 High Street. Michael Innes and Cecil Johnston were 

the senior partners with Tom Lumsden named as a Consultant. 

 

An item was discovered in the pages of the Fife Free Press of the 7th February 1959 

which puts the dangers faced by those who make their living from the sea into sharp 

focus. The Devotion, a fishing boat, has been lost off Fife Ness with the loss of her 



crew of 3. The skipper left a widow and 7 children, his brother, a widow and 8 children, 

with the third crew member leaving a widow and 4 children. A fund had already, within 

a week of the disaster, raised £450 with the Box donating £10. The £450 in today's 

terms is around £9,000. 

 

An article in the Fife Free Press of the 2nd March 1964 

made mention, once again, of the Kirkcaldy Naturalists 

who had made a visit to the Dundee Museum. On the tour 

of the exhibits the group were shown a mariner's astrolabe 

which was a forerunner of the sextant. Only 9 were known 

to exist with this particular one dating from 1555 and may 

well have come from the Spanish Armada. It was suggested 

that, possibly, it is this astrolabe which is featured on the 

cover of the Prime Gilt Box of Kirkcaldy. The cover is taken 

from a painted panel which was uncovered in Burntisland Parish Church around 1907. 

 

A random find came from the Fife Free Press of  the 22nd October 

1971 when the Annual Meeting was held with Bailie J. M. Brodie 

in the Chair and Tom Lumsden holding the position of Boxmaster. 

On the proposal of Captain William MacKenzie and seconded by 

Captain John W. Greig the annuitants saw an increase from £14 to 

£16 per annum. 

 

Again, taken entirely at random was an article 

featured in the Fife Free Press of the 16th June 1972, 

which made mention of the election of Kirkcaldy 

Town Council's representatives as  Prime Gilt Box 

Society's Trustees for the following 12 months. True 

to the constitution, it was John Kay, as Provost, with Roger P. Strugnel and Jack Page 

as bailies who were appointed. 

 

Mention has already been made of the Burntisland Prime 

Gilt Box and that title was  splashed over a page of the Fife 

Free Press published on the 6th July 1973. An interesting 

article had been penned by Burntisland historian R.M. 

Livingstone JP., FSA Scot. 

 

The article made mention that, for many years, it had been 

believed that much of the Society's records had been 

destroyed in an 1845 house fire at the home of the 

Boxmaster of the time – James Morrison. The mort cloth of black velvet, with a gold 

border, valued at £60, had been one casualty. 

 



The article goes on to disclose that the Society had ground to a halt the previous year 

when the last annuitant had died. In that same year the last 

official of the Society, John Inglis of Aberdour, had also died. 

His widow had deposited all the records her husband had held 

with the Burntisland solicitors – Brown & Gilmour. It had 

been decided that these should be sent to the National Records 

of Scotland which was duly carried out. 

 

John Imrie, of the National Records of Scotland, and his staff 

had examined and catalogued the material and, for future historians, it was said to be a 

treasure trove covering the period 1659 – 1946. The records were said to be numerous 

and included account books, charters, sasines  and copious correspondence. 

 

What is interesting is that mention is made of their 

Constitution having been rewritten in 1845 – presumably 

as a direct result of Kirkcaldy's Steedman v Malcolm case. 

As with Kirkcaldy – the Society had lofts in the Parish 

Church and received 'seat money' from the church. It was 

also recorded that the members met on Candlemas Day 

(2nd February), as long as it was not a Sunday, to elect the 

Master, Boxmaster and two keepers of the keys. Meetings 

were held in Trinity House in Burntisland. The funds in 

1894 amounted to £2,380 but by 1917 had fallen to 

£1,080. Livingstone's description that it ground to a halt with the death of the last 

annuitant is very apt – it ended abruptly. 

 

The Fife Free Press on the 9th March 1979 was in the middle 

of running a mini-series on the early Provosts of Burntisland. 

This edition caught the eye as it featured James T. Oswald 

who was the town's Provost between 1767 and 1784. The 

article disclosed that the contract to build Dunnikier House 

in 1791 was signed by Oswald and Roger Black, a mason, 

plus two wrights, Robert Kilgour and Peter Nicoll. The 

price agreed was £1,584 with the plans for the mansion 

being drawn up by Edinburgh Architect Alexander Blair. 

 

The writer's opinion of the Oswald family was that “for 100 years the family had a tight 

grip on affairs in the Kirkcaldy area. Between membership of the town councils of 

Burntisland and Kirkcaldy, and with a Burgh of Barony named Dunnikier, they were 

able to control most things at will”. The article moved on suggesting that - “in the 

history of Kirkcaldy Town Council during the period there are insinuations that the 

Council members were most generous to each other when handing out tracts of land!”. 

The opinion concluded that Burntisland felt it was time for a change and Oswald took 

the hint leaving at the end of his term in 1784. For whatever reason,  which the article 

does not speculate on, it was decided that there would be no Provost elected for at least 



a year. 

 

Before leaving Burntisland and its box, it was noted that James T. Davidson, in his 

preface to his 1946 pamphlet, gave credit to the Rev. J. H. Mitchell Dabb, of 

Burntisland Parish Church, for supplying the photograph used on its cover. The 

photograph was credited as having been taken by the late Andrew Young and more 

details could be found in Young's History of Burntisland. The book is available in 

Kirkcaldy's main library and it discloses that the church, at one time, had a significant 

number of painted panels commissioned 

over the years by the various trade's 

guilds. There were 15 in the West Gallery, 

16 in the East Gallery  and 14 in the South. 

The Fife Free Press of the 25th April 1936 

is helpful in that it reports on a visit to the 

church by the Ecclesiological Society of 

Scotland. The article discloses that the Prime Gilt Box panels were all in the South 

Gallery. They were believed to date from Elizabethan times but had at some point been 

painted over – although some still shone through in a certain light. Mr Young had been 

agitating for the removal of the paint for a number of years. It seems in 1907, thanks 

to the generosity of the then Town Clerk, Thomas A, Wallace, a firm were engaged to 

remove the paint from one panel. Moxon & Carfrae were no ordinary painters and 

decorators – otherwise their daybook and other records from 1774 to 1946 would not 

be held by the National Records of Scotland. The panel which was brought back to life 

was of a naval battle from Elizabethan times. We learn that the Church had undergone 

extensive redecoration in 1906/1907 under the auspices of the 

celebrated architect Sir R. Rowand Anderson. The Fife Free Press 

of the 12th January 1907 discloses that Andrew Young, “a talented 

painter long recognised in art circles” has just completed a 

painting of the 300 year old Magistrate's Chair in the parish 

church. Although  we cannot be certain, it does seem that it was 

Young himself who removed the paint and restored panel number 

9. A photograph of the panel, which appears to have been taken in 

situ is reproduced here. The photograph is held in Kirkcaldy 

Museum and sits adjacent to the Prime Gilt Box itself. The cover 

of Andrew Young's History of Burntisland, published in 1913, is 

also shown here. Mr Young has used the mariner as a 

feature of his book's front cover - hence the suggestion that he was involved 

with the restoration. Given all the many artifacts from Burntisland's long 

history which could have been used – why pick this one? The burning 

question is, when comparing the two photographs, where has the ship gone? 

Clear as day in the etching from the 1913 book cover but not on the panel! 

 

We also learned from a page of Young's book that Burntisland's Prime Gilt 

Box had 4 types of mortcloth. The largest was for men and dated from 1766 

consisting of 12 yards of velvet. A smaller one was used for women plus a 



“Maiden's cloth” for young ladies was available. Finally, the smallest for used for  

children. 

 

The story has ended with Burntisland's Prime Gilt box for a reason. The reason is that 

we know when and why that Society ground to a 

halt. What we do not as yet know is what the fate 

of the Kirkcaldy Society was! The very last item 

which could be unearthed came from the Fife Free 

Press of the 19th October 1973. In a short 

paragraph, no, it is in fact only a sentence 

reporting that “Mr T. Lumsden, Boxmaster, 

submitted the audited accounts for the past year, 

the annuities were increased from £18 to £20”. 

The story appears to end after 382 years with this single mention – no further accounts 

– nothing!! 

 

It will not be left at this juncture and arrangements are in place to scan the Kirkcaldy 

Town Council archives from October 1973 until its demise in 1975. As the Provost and 

2 Bailies were the Trustees – surely, there had to be a mention relating to its fate. 

Contact has also been made with the National Records of Scotland to ascertain if the 

Kirkcaldy Box's records are in their care. While the team are disappointed in leaving 

the Society's fate hanging in the air, we look forward to bringing a conclusion to the 

remarkable story of Kirkcaldy's Prime Gilt Box. The team simply never anticipated as 

the story was researched year after year – that there would be no apparent ending! 

Perhaps a reader can supply the answer? 
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