
              A.H. McIntosh & Co. Ltd. 

           Ingrained in Kirkcaldy’s DNA 

The story of Alexander Henry McIntosh and the company 

which bore his name was always going to be included in 

these ‘Objects’. When dealing with a number as high as fifty 

there will always be variations between individuals’ choices, 

but the team would contend that the name of McIntosh 

would be on most, if not all, lists. This long standing 

company, whose name and reputation were a byword for 

quality and design, became irrevocably linked with Kirkcaldy. 

The firm were at one stage the second longest surviving large 

industrial company in Kirkcaldy. Having been established in 

1869 the firm ranked only behind Michael Nairn & Co who 

had commenced trading in 1847. Although now under the 

guise of Forbo-Nairn the Company, to this day, continue to 

trade and provide employment. A different fate overtook A. 

H. McIntosh & Co. Ltd. They sailed smoothly past their 1969 

centenary but went into receivership in 1984. There was a 

brief revival under the name of E.S.A. McIntosh before finally 

disappearing below the waves as a 21st century casualty. 

The team have faced similar issues to Ann Watters when she 

was researching and writing the McIntosh Story in the early 

to mid 1990s. Given the scale and significance of the firm the 

paucity of material in relation to its history is quite surprising. 

The belief is that, as there had been two receiverships in the 



1980s, the greatest proportion of the records vanished at 

that time.  

Great credit must be given to Ann Watters, in conjunction 

with Kirkcaldy Civic Society, for undertaking the major work 

of uncovering and recording the Firm’s history. It is quite 

remarkable in that it was achieved from a starting point 

which was close to being only a blank page. 

 Ann Watters was certainly fortunate in locating, in 1994, a 

grandson of the founder (William McIntosh) and also 

personally knew many of the firm’s senior staff through her 

political activities in the town. This she readily admitted was 

a major plus point as Ann had earlier worried that “I thought 

I was going to find it very hard to find enough material for 

this project”. 

There is little point in re-inventing the 

wheel and therefore it is only sensible to 

use Ann’s publication as the backdrop to 

this ‘Object’. When the McIntosh Story 

was published the firm of E.S.A. McIntosh 

still existed. As mentioned earlier it had 

been born out of the ashes of the original 

firm. That offered continuity but, as we 

are only too well aware, they are no more 

and therefore brought an end to the 

McIntosh name in terms of production leaving only the 

memories. 



The team are delighted to acknowledge the assistance 

provided through the pages of The McIntosh Story. For those 

seeking greater or more detailed information on the firm we 

can do no better that direct readers to its pages. (ISBN 1 870 

275 85 3). 

Alexander Henry McIntosh was born not in Kirkcaldy, but in 

Dunfermline  on the 2nd April 1835. His father, William, was 

an upholsterer to trade and had served his time in Dalkeith. 

Old Parish Registers (the precursor of statutory records) 

show that William had married Margaret Henry in 1828 in St. 

Cuthbert’s Church Edinburgh. 

 There were three/four* children from the marriage; Thomas 

born 1828, Douglas in 1830, and Alexander Henry born in 

1835. Whatever happened to Margaret may/must be related 

to issues following Alexander’s birth as she died on the 7th 

May 1835, being buried in Dunfermline. 

On the 1st January 1836 William married for a second time – 

his bride being Mary Russell from Dunfermline. A further four 

children were born. The first three were girls – Margaret 

born 1839, Janet 1844, and Agnes who was born in 1846. A 

son David was born in 1849. 

*Our search of the 1841 Census revealed a daughter named 

Elizabeth shown as being 10 years old. This presents a slight 

problem in that it is difficult to determine who her mother 

was. In 1831 William was still married to Margaret, but it is 

equally possible that Mary Russell could have been the 



mother from a previous 

relationship. Of equal interest 

is a son, John, listed as being 

two months old. The family 

home at the time of this 1841 

Census, if not numbered, was 

in South Chapel Street. 

Moving on to 1851 we find the family in Guildhall Street at 

number 55. If we 

assume there were 9 

children in the family 

then five were still 

living with their 

parents. Alexander was the eldest at 15 (now an upholsterer) 

followed by Margaret 12, Janet 7, Agnes 5, and David at 2. 

Research confirmed that John had only enjoyed a short life 

having died on the 19th April 1841. Both Thomas and Douglas 

had left the family home presumably striking out on their 

own. Of Elizabeth, our searches found no trace. Over the past 

22 objects, if there is a fault we recognise, it is in following up 

genealogy leads which have no bearing on the central story. 

We are trying to wean ourselves off this where the individual 

has no real bearing on the essence of the story. 

That being said, before taking this step, we had to take a look 

at Douglas! The name appeared to suggest a male, but the 

1841 Census had the sex as female. In fact, Douglas was 



indeed a daughter and by 1851 was an 18 year old domestic 

servant in Queen Anne Street. She married a Henry Anderson 

1n 1874 at the age of 41. Her husband was a year older and a 

widower. She was married in Queen Anne Street (employer’s 

house) and had outlived her husband when she died in 1915 

at the age of 82. Her usual address at the time of her death 

was Appin Crescent. There were no children. 

Before moving on, it is important to 

acknowledge the friendship between 

Alexander McIntosh and Andrew 

Carnegie. As youngsters, they lived 

very close to each other and were both 

born in the same year – Alexander in 

the March and Andrew in November.  

The friendship is mentioned in 

Alexander’s 1919 Fife Free Press 

obituary. The story goes that, after Carnegie emigrated in 

1848, the two did not see each other until 1897. Carnegie 

had been staying at the Star Hotel in Kingussie while en route 

to the Highlands and he certainly bought Skibo Castle in 

1897. Alexander, at the time, was staying a mile away at 

Pitmain and had sent a note to Carnegie asking if he 

remembered his childhood friend? The result was the re-

establishment of their friendship and they often met up in 

the subsequent years. Skibo Castle was used by Andrew 

Carnegie as his summer home and it is likely the McIntosh 



family visited/holidayed there. The team researched the Star 

Hotel in the hope there may be a mention of Carnegie’s stay 

but, while it was recognised as a new and high class 

establishment, there was no mention of the billionaire. The 

assumption has to be that this was a story gleaned by Ann 

Watters from a McIntosh relative. However, it is a story of 

two individuals from humble beginnings who did well for 

themselves – one spectacularly so! They were both born in 

the same year and yes – they both died in the same year. It is 

a wistful thought that, after a separation of close on 50 years, 

the two childhood friends could reminisce and recount their 

accomplishments and achievements in their later years. 

Alexander, as we know, had been working with his father in 

Dunfermline but in 1854 he has made the move to Kirkcaldy, 

or more appropriately to Linktown of Abbotshall. He had 

followed his brother Thomas in joining the cabinet making 

and upholstery business of Samuel Barnet and Son. Thomas 

died in 1853 aged only 24 years from what was described as 

inflammation. The 1851 Census certainly shows him living in 

Linktown as a lodger with a family by the name of Duff. 

 His death presents a curious issue in that the name is 

recorded as John McIntosh! All the other details fit – aged 24, 

an upholsterer, and registered as living in Abbey View Place, 

Dunfermline (this is the address where we find his father in 

1861). The recording of the name has to simply be an error. 

The Scottish naming tradition was faithfully followed by the 



family. William’s father was Thomas so that was the name 

given to his first born. There is certainly no sign of a John in 

the immediate family tree. 

It is possible that Alexander replaced Thomas as an employee 

of Samuel Barnet but there is no compelling evidence as to 

why he came to Kirkcaldy. What is certain is that he met and 

married a Link’s girl in 1854. His bride was Jane Wishart who 

was a dressmaker. They were married in Abbotshall Parish 

Church and their first child William was born on the 15th 

January 1855. 

The 1861 

Census reveals 

the family 

living at the 

High Street, Abbotshall, which is now Links Street. As far as 

can be ascertained, the family lived at this address until 

around 1879. 

The children from the marriage were:- 

William          1855 - 1943 

Isabella          1857 - 1917 

George          1859 - 1862 

Alexander     1860 - 1907 

Thomas         1861 – 1933 

Margaret      1868 – 1944 



George W. 1870 – 1947 

The Scottish naming tradition shines through when we note 

that Jane’s father was George and her mother Isabella.  

  Research revealed that young George died in 1862 aged 3 

which explains why the youngest of the family was given the 

same Christian name but with the addition of 

Wishart as a middle name. This second 

George is worthy of a few lines on his own 

account. George appears to have had no 

connection with the firm. He was university 

educated at Edinburgh and after gaining 

experience in several branches of medicine 

he went into practice in Kirkcaldy in 1900. In 

1908 he was appointed Superintendant of 

the Fever Hospital and Sanatorium. The 

following year he was appointed Medical 

Officer of Health for Dysart and in 1910 extended his 

responsibilities by taking on the same position for Kirkcaldy. 

For undertaking this responsible position he was paid £300 

per annum.  

He was greatly interested in the Territorial Army and during 

the Great War served as an officer with the Black Watch. 

After being invalided home he recovered and was promoted 

to the rank of Major in the Royal Army Medical Corp.  

 He was a lifelong member of Whytescauseway Baptist 

Church and Victoria Bowling Club as well as being Vice 



President of Kirkcaldy Rotary Club. He retired in 1937 but 

came forward to assist during a smallpox outbreak in Methil 

in 1942.  

He volunteered for Air Raid Precaution 

duties in the Second World War. He 

lived at 23 Townsend Place Kirkcaldy 

which he sold to Dr Greig who then 

practiced there with his daughter. It 

continued to be a surgery until in 1993 

Doctors Lees, Boe and Duncan had the 

purpose built surgery constructed in the 

grounds of the former Hunter Hospital. It is little wonder that 

the house to this day is named The Old Surgery! He was the 

last child of Alexander H. McIntosh to pass away when he 

died in 1947. While he appears not to have had any tangible 

connection with the firm that was certainly not true of his 

eldest son Alexander (became Chairman) and younger son 

William/Bill (Board member until 1980). Bill’s son Neil 

replaced his father on the Board in 1980 but left in 1983. 

The McIntosh grave is a very 

impressive and imposing piece 

of red sandstone set into the 

northeast corner of Kirkcaldy’s 

Bennochy Cemetery. A life-size 

Greek figure is the centrepiece 

of the grave which has five 



panels containing the family names and details. Three are to 

the left of the figure and two are to the right. The monument 

is starting to show signs of weathering but remains an 

impressive sight.  

Five of Alexander and Jane’s 

children are mentioned on the 

panels with the ‘first’ George 

along with Isabella being the 

missing names. Isabella is 

remembered in the Fergusson 

Grave which lies only a few yards 

from that of her parents and siblings. The McIntosh panels 

incorporate not only the children, but members of the wider 

family. The earliest deaths recorded are those of Jane’s 

parents George Wishart (d.1876) and Isabella Glass (d.1892). 

The last family member to be mentioned on the panels is 

Helen Christina Henderson who died in 1963. Helen was the 

widow of George W. McIntosh (of Medical Officer of Health 

fame), Alexander’s youngest child. 

Returning to his early working years we know that Alexander 

was working with Samuel Barnet and Son and this seems to 

have been the case up to the year 1869 when he struck out 

on his own account. Samuel Barnet the founder of the firm 

had died in 1856 and his son John, who was extremely active 

in local politics, then became the sole owner of the business. 



John retained the name of the firm and continued trading 

until 1881.  

A Barnet advert included in what was 

only the second edition of the Fife Free 

Press on the 4th February 1871 is shown. 

From it can be seen that as well as the 

works in the Links, the firm now had a 

retail outlet at 222 High Street*. When 

examining the Fife Free Press of the 4th 

November 1871 

an advert for 

Alex. H. McIntosh can be found. The 

advertisement shows that there are 

premises in Rose Street, 

Whytescauseway and a cabinet works 

at Volunteer’s Green. Given the size 

of the undertaking it seems safe to 

assume that he has probably been in 

business on his own account for a number of years and quite 

successfully. Therefore it is no longer a relationship of 

employer and employee but of competitors/rivals.  

*The current 222 High Street is part of the premises which 

were built in 1843 to replace the birthplace of Adam Smith 

and is therefore the same basic shop as in Barnet’s day. 

The local newspapers carry advertisements for both 

companies throughout the 1870s. McIntosh was most 



certainly advertising a wide range of goods which included 

mirrors and even billiard tables. Barnet had in September 

1870 opened an extensive new showroom adjacent to his 

premises at 222 High Street. 

 Both firms appear to have had a 

profitable decade through the 1870s, but 

there was to be a dramatic change when 

the new decade dawned. 

 The first inkling of the change is Barnet 

advertising what seems to amount to a 

fire-sale in the Fifeshire Advertiser of the 

11th December 1880 indicating that the 

entire stock is to be sold, at under the cost 

of production, in order to affect a 

clearance. 

 Within barely a month the same 

newspaper imparts the news that both 

Samuel Barnet and Son and John Barnet as 

an individual have signed Trust Deeds on 

the 5th February 1881.  

Matters moved on apace and 

by the 15th of the month the 

whole stock of Samuel Barnet and Son had been 

purchased by William Hunter and Son for cash. 

Advertisements appeared alerting the public 

that they would soon commence selling off this 



stock at significant discounts with the sale being held in 222 

High Street  

The Fifeshire Advertiser of the 25th March then carried a 

notice of a public roup being held on the 4th April in the 

George Hotel. This was to sell a Villa – known as Viewforth 

Tower, a two storey tenement block and workshops all on 

behalf of the trustees of Samuel Barnet and Son. 

John Barnet passed away in his 68th year in May 1887 at 74 

High Street Kirkcaldy. A glowing tribute was paid to him in 

terms of his works on the Town Council. The article did 

mention that he had rather fallen out of public notice in 

recent times – probably as a consequence of the 

sequestration. 

A misconception exists that this John Barnet was a founder of 

the firm of Barnet and Morton. As explained in our February 

narrative (object 20) this is not the case, but the same name 

and the fact that both served on the Town Council seems to 

lead to the confusion. 

For the firm of Alexander H. McIntosh it was a rather 

different trajectory – upwards! 

We have seen McIntosh with his three outlets now 

established at Whytescauseway, Rose Street and the 

Volunteers Green. There is little doubt that Alexander was a 

gifted craftsman and he ensured that the firm produced 

products that were recognised as such. His market was aimed 



at those who could afford and sought quality articles. In 

essence his offering was a combination of quality craftsmen 

and quality materials. Only properly seasoned wood was 

used which prevented spoiling and warping. It was said that 

the drawers of his furniture never stuck and the wood never 

warped. 

The Firm grew and prospered punctuated by 

awards/mentions at exhibitions as far apart as Paris and 

Sydney. The award winning pieces which were a dresser and 

an extremely elaborate sideboard appear to have been sold 

at the exhibitions probably to save the cost of transportation 

back to Scotland. 

At home commercial/industrial growth was very much based 

on the railways starting to open up the country. Kirkcaldy 

itself had links to many of the major population centres and 

another bonus was the rise in the hotel trade. Wherever the 

railways went – no matter how isolated and remote the area 

might have once been – accommodation was now a 

necessary prerequisite for visitors and travellers. In turn 

furnishings were required for the mushrooming number of 

such establishments and in addition the 1872 Education Act 

produced a demand for school furniture. It was a good time 

for the industry. 

After 10 years in business Alexander considered that it would 

be prudent and effective to house all aspects of his business 

under one roof. To this end he made the decision to 



purchase a large piece of ground just off Victoria Road. It also 

had the benefit a railway siding, but many thought that it was 

too far out of town! Remember at the time there was no 

Victoria Viaduct and there were few houses on Victoria Road 

itself. The 1856 map of the town exhibits this more vividly 

than words can. 

The ground bought 

was a greenfield site 

and had been part of 

the lands of 

Balsusney. Being purchased in 1879 it was only a year later 

that a three storey building together with a four storey tower 

provided the new home for Alex. H. McIntosh & Co. New 

machinery was installed and in the early years lighting was 

provided by gas. It is believed, in time, that the factory was 

one of the first to convert to electricity. 

 One of the most tangible benefits of the railway and its 

siding was in permitting the firm to buy whole trees and have 

them transported directly into the works. This allowed 

seasoning to take place on the premises – astonishingly the 

process could take up to 25 years – thereby tying up 

significant quantities of cash for lengthy periods. It would 

seem, that later, a machine was installed which could extract 

around 10% of the moisture. This meant a speeding up of the 

process – if a reduction to twenty two and a half years could 

be termed speeding up! 



It would seem that the family had continued to live in Links 

Street until the advent of the factory being built. Alexander 

and his family moved to 18 Russell Place to be closer to the 

works. It had always been the intention to use a plot to the 

west of Victoria Cabinet Works as a family 

home. It was named Victoria House and 

was occupied from 1892. Family members 

continued to live in the property until 

Alexander’s unmarried daughter Margaret 

passed away in October 1943. The previous 

year her eldest brother William – who was 

Chairman at the time – had died aged 88 while on holiday at 

Bridge of Earn. Both were unmarried and so at that point the 

house was put up for sale. It does not appear to have 

remained a private house or if so not for long. By April 1945 it 

is in operation as a hotel although the first adverts still refer 

to it as Victoria House and indicate it is a private hotel. 

Strangely the same newspaper carries an advert for staff in 

the Situations Vacant column and applications are to be 

made to the Victoria Hotel. It is now one of the best known 

hotels in  

Kirkcaldy and of those still in 

operation only the Strathearn Hotel 

has been in existence longer. A 1944 

marriage in those premises was 

unearthed which pointed to the 

Strathearn being slightly longer in 



existence. There had been an earlier Victoria Hotel on the 

High Street. The Victoria Bar (now Betty Nicol’s) had at one 

stage, until the late 19th/ early 20th Century, been a hotel. 

We have been able to unearth some 

advertisements for the opening of the new factory 

and also some relating to the removal sales at the 

former premises. It can be seen that the premises 

which housed the cabinet works had been put up 

for let. The Rose Street premises were it is 

believed taken over by Matthew Spears. Spears 

were another cabinet maker, upholsterer and 

carpet warehouseman, who had also initially 

operated from the Links 

area. He certainly 

expanded and was in 1888 

advertising from number 

222 High Street which had 

been the premises of 

Samuel Barnet and Son. By 

1895 he was advertising 

that his premises were to 

be found at 98 High Street with the works in Rose Street. It is 

entirely possible therefore those Spears did indeed operate 

from the former showrooms of Alex H. McIntosh vacated 

after the move to Victoria Road. 



Although Kirkcaldy benefitted greatly from the construction 

of the Victoria Viaduct, its major benefit to McIntosh was the 

greater ease and safety for their employees getting to work 

which the new viaduct and road offered. For some travelling 

from the east, there were no more hazardous descents and 

climbs through the Den Burn ravine. Materials, as a matter of 

course, had been delivered by rail either via the main line or 

the harbour branch line. 

In 1885 Alexander Henry McIntosh had made his 30 year old 

eldest son William a partner and did the same for his 

daughter Isabella. The name of George 

Fergusson now makes a first appearance in 

the story. Formerly a textile salesman from 

the Scottish Borders he had formed an 

attachment with Isabella and the couple were 

married in 1886. Fergusson had taken up an 

appointment with the 

firm and had impressed Alexander. He 

was not made a partner, but seems to 

have acted through his wife. He was 

however later made a director when a 

limited company was established in 

1905. Alexander was the first Chairman of the Limited 

Company and, at that stage, had reached the age of 70. 



George and Isabella had Alexandra 

House built as their home. A stone’s 

throw from the factory it stands on 

the corner of Alexandra Street and 

Victoria Road The property has 

subsequently been renamed Victoria 

House* and the family continued to 

live there until the death of Mrs Janet 

Fergusson in 1984. Janet had married 

George and Isabella’s only son, Patrick George Fergusson, in 

1914. The couple had three children. * As the original 

Victoria House was now the Victoria Hotel. 

The move to Victoria Road had had a marked effect on 

production and it soon became obvious that expansions of 

and extensions to the factory were required. Scope to do this 

came in the shape of the unfortunate demise of two highly 

successful firms which stalled after the death of their founder 

and driving force, a self made engineer by the name of John 

Key. 

John Key and Son had started life as a small engineering 

works on the Sands Road, close to the foot of Heggie’s Wynd 

in 1850. The firm very quickly prospered, principally through 

the manufacture of guns for the Crimean 

War. This allowed John Key to expand by 

making two moves. The first was to expand 

into shipbuilding by opening the Abden Ship 



Building Company in Kinghorn which were for many years a 

success story.  

He also moved his works, The Whitebank Engineering 

Company from Heggie’s Wynd to Dunnikier Road. It offered 

an open site and with the benefit of a railway siding. It is 

worth mentioning here that there is often confusion in 

relation to the spelling of Whytebank/Whitebank depending 

on which record is being referred to. What we can say for 

certain is that Key married a Sarah Whyte and the suspicion is 

that Whytebank is the correct spelling.  

 A native of rural Perthshire, Key rose from humble 

beginnings to become a major Kirkcaldy industrial figure. The 

engineering works and the shipbuilding yard were directly 

connected by the main line railway and, at one stage, there 

was a workforce of over 1.000 men and apprentices. 

John Key, rather akin to Michael Nairn worked so hard at 

building up the business that he burnt himself out and died 

at the early age of 57 in 1876. 

The business was carried on by his sons. The eldest, 

Councillor John Key, became the 

principal figure in the firm. 

Perhaps lacking the guile and 

business acumen of his father 

plus/or possibly giving more 

attention than prudent to civic 

affairs the firm ran into financial difficulties although a slump 



certainly did not help their cause. Whitebank Engineering 

went into liquidation in 1884, was briefly rescued, but finally 

closed in 1886. For football fans, 

on 29th March 1884, Raith Rovers 

played their first game at 

Robbies Park, winning 2-0, 

against Whitebank Engineeering. 

As an interesting aside, two 

daughters of Councillor John Key 

married two brothers who were members of one of 

Kirkcaldy’s foremost families of the time – the Hutchisons of 

flourmill fame. In 1872 Margaret Key married Alexander 

Hutchison who, in time, rose to be the Provost of Kirkcaldy. 

Sarah Hannah Key married Henry William Hutchison in 1877. 

When after the founder’s death, financial difficulties arose; it 

was an Aberdeen shipbuilder, John Scott, who bought both 

firms. He also leased Eastbank House for himself. He could 

not save Whitebank Engineering though and when it closed 

its doors – it was snapped up by Alexander Henry McIntosh 

as an ideal site. It had both space and another railway siding 

as well as being the perfect location adjacent to the existing 

works. 

The shipbuilding yard carried on, 

initially under John Scott and Co. There 

were periods when trade was slack and 

also much damage was done by a 



serious fire in 1896. In the early 1900s a limited company, 

Messrs Scott (Kinghorn) Ltd was formed but this failed in 

1909 and it was many years before the yard reopened under 

new owners. All that said, under Scott's control many fine 

ships were built and launched. So John Scott’s purchase of 

these two firms ended in failure. However Scott had more 

than these two strings to his bow and in 1901, John Scott had 

built the gray sandstone tenements on the south side of 

Victoria Road at its corner with Dunnikier Road. However, 

financial difficulties saw Scott have to sell the properties to A. 

H. McIntosh. At one point Scott was also the owner of the 

George Hotel on the High Street. Did Mr Scott overstretch 

himself has to be a question? Equally was he simply unlucky 

or was he Midas in reverse? 

The simple truth is that Whitebank Engineering’s demise 

gave Alexander McIntosh the opportunity for his desired 

expansion. His premises were nearly doubled in size when 

the now silent works of The Whitebank Engineering Works 

were purchased. Starting from the former Boy’s Brigade Hall, 

the land on the north side of Victoria Road and the railway 

line, stretching as far as Dunnikier Road was now in the 

hands of A.H. McIntosh. 

 In 1905 McIntosh built Victoria Mansions and the shops 

below on the north side of Victoria Road. There were also 

significant forays into house building to accommodate many 



of his workforce. Most notably houses were built on Victoria 

Road, Salisbury Street and part of Balsusney Road. 

The new extension was opened in 1889 and included a 

relatively unknown feature at the time. This was the 

installation of a Witter Automatic Sprinkler to help contain 

any fire which may have broken out. The sprinkler system 

had been invented in 1864 by an Englishman, Major Harrison. 

The system was enhanced ten years later in Witter USA by a 

Henry Permatee with the intention of protecting his piano 

factory. The records indicate that there were no major fires 

in the factory itself and that the sprinklers were effective 

against any small blaze which broke out. 

In the period from the opening of the cabinet works up until 

the outbreak of the First World War McIntosh furniture could 

only be described as classical, elaborate and created by 

highly skilled craftsmen. Most certainly it was not mass 

produced in a limited number of ranges – it was better 

described as bespoke. As mentioned previously it was 

manufactured from the finest properly seasoned timber 

which meant that much capital was tied up for many years 

before a profit could be achieved. 

Much of the furniture was enhanced by having inlays of ivory 

and/or mother-of-pearl. Marquetry panels were also 

extremely fashionable with this skill being brought from 

France where it had been fashionable since the 17th century. 



The exteriors of all the items were french polished to a high 

quality finish.  

However, it was not all 

harmony and March 1897 

saw a strike called. The 

Dundee Evening 

Telegraph broke the story 

on the 23rd March. They 

reported that a dispute 

between the Scottish Cabinetmakers’ Society and Messrs 

A.H. McIntosh had seen 100 men down tools. It seems that 

the dispute centred on the employment of non-union labour. 

The Cabinetmakers’ Society wished it to be a closed shop. 

The piece ended with the fact that more men were awaiting 

the decision of their executive as to whether they would join 

the strike. 

The following day it was 

the Edinburgh Evening 

News who reported on an 

escalation. The district 

officials of the Alliance 

Union, which included 

polishers and cabinetmakers in their ranks, joined the strike. 

The article reported that some men had already left Kirkcaldy 

in search of work. It seems that at this stage it was the 



polishers and cabinetmakers alone who had withdrawn their 

labour. 

On the 31st March 1897 the same newspaper reported on an 

offer made by management to those who were still working. 

The report suggested this was over 200 employees. The firm 

indicated that they would grant a 5% increase to 

pieceworkers and 1/2d per hour to all other employees and 

were also prepared to pay the insurance premiums for the 

men’s tools. 

On the 24th April The Fife Free Press 

reported that the strike was all but 

over. It was reported that :- “The 

local branch of the society are now 

favourable to the withdrawal of the 

letter addressed to the firm that 

intimated that they could no longer 

work alongside men outside their 

union”. The article confirmed that 

the members of the Alliance Union 

had now returned to work. The article also reported that 

many of the men who had left Kirkcaldy to secure 

employment elsewhere were now returning and attempting 

to negotiate reinstatement. 

Coming across the Fife Free Press on the 2nd October 1897 

was a bonus for the team and one that clarified many of the 

outstanding points and questions raised earlier in the 



narrative. If the firm’s records had vanished, then here were 

men speaking about the earliest days of the company – and 

men who were there! 

The article was 

based on a 

presentation/entert

ainment made the 

previous evening by 

the employees to A.H. McIntosh:- “their much beloved and 

greatly esteemed employer, in the new warehouse of the 

extensive works of the eminent firm of Messrs A.H. 

McIntosh, & Co”. This event would suggest that any ill feeling 

over the earlier strike had dissipated or never existed. 

It was estimated that between 400 and 500 employees and 

friends attended and that the warehouse had been “gaily 

decorated for the auspicious occasion and presented quite a 

cheery appearance”. 

Mr J. Oswald, the Foreman of the Chair Department, acted as 

the Chairman and the principal guests included family 

members and a number of influential figures and ministers 

(quite a few of them!). The evening commenced with a tea 

and then a prayer before the Chairman rose to read 

apologies and confirm that the purpose of the event was “to 

do honour to their worthy and esteemed employer”. 

Mr Oswald had been chosen for the chair as he, of those 

present, had known Mr McIntosh the longest. In fact their 



connection stretched back to 1855 when both were 

employed by the same firm (this is believed to be Samuel 

Barnet). Mr Oswald had joined the firm of A. H. McIntosh in 

1871. He indicated that his length of service could be beaten 

– by both a John Birrell and an Alexander Wann, who had 

both been with McIntosh from the day he started his own 

firm. In a brief resume of his connection he paid tribute to Mr 

McIntosh highlighting he was the first furniture manufacturer 

to bring in the 51 hour week in 1872. This statement was met 

with loud cheers. “He thereafter called upon Mr J. Birrell to 

perform the chief item on the programme:- namely, to 

present their esteemed employer, Mr McIntosh, with an 

illuminated address and Mrs McIntosh with a silver plate”.  

Mr Birrell rose to great cheers and his opening remark was 

that he had been chosen to present the testimonials as he 

was one of the two longest serving employees. We learn that 

the firm had in fact commenced trading from a small shop in 

Burleigh Street. Fairly quickly this shop was let and the firm 

moved closer to the Sands Road where they were based for 

2/3 years. This also became too small and a removal was 

made to premises further westward. The Sands Road 

premises became a machine shop. “Many of those hearing 

him might think that in this small way of doing things the 

work was nothing great, but he could assure them that the 

work done there was as good, he believed, as any work done 

in Scotland. In fact, in this workshop the sideboard was 

designed by their late friend Councillor Alex Todd and made 



by their much respected manager, Mr Andrew Wallace, 

which was sent to the Paris Exhibition and there received an 

honourable mention. It was also in the same shop that the 

bookcase and other articles of bedroom furniture were made 

and sent to the Sydney Exhibition and there secured their 

first award”. 

He then went on to speak about the move to the present 

premises and his belief that it had been Alexander Todd who 

had designed the layout of the factory. He also confirmed the 

earlier story that people thought that McIntosh was making a 

mistake in moving so far out of town. Mr Todd had 

mentioned that he had been asked if “McIntosh was gaun 

daft”? Mr Todd had replied “no” and had prophesied that 

within five years an extension would be required and within 

the period his words were proven correct.  

The firm’s record in employee relations was praised; 

especially in relation to the 9 hour day when a 10% rise was 

given to the pieceworkers to cover the reduction in the 

working week and that, despite the reduced hours, the 

‘wagemen’ retained the same pay. Comments were made on 

the annual outings for the workforce and also the fact that 

there were great benefits to be derived from the firm’s sick 

scheme. “As they must all know – and possibly most of them 

had experienced – the benefits derived from their sick 

society, which had started a long number of years ago, were 

very great. The value of benefits paid out meant they 



sometimes got into financial difficulties with their society and 

the firm gallantly came forward and supplied them with the 

needful (cheers). On three separate occasions the firm had 

given substantial aid to this Society so they had been able to 

carry on their work and provide benefits to the sick workmen 

without the need for any levies”. 

Mr Birrell reached the climax to his talk with:-“They were 

assembled this evening inaugurating the opening of their 

latest addition. He thought all of them would feel grateful 

and rejoice that the firm prospered so favourably in the past 

and that they trusted it would long continue to prosper. It 

said something about the firm that they were now the largest 

cabinet manufacturers in Scotland (cheers) and if they 

carried on as they had been doing in the past it was fully 

believed and hoped that they would yet be the largest 

cabinet manufacturers in Europe”. 

 The highlight was now reached with Mr Birrell delivering:- 

“In the name of the employees, he 

had now to present Mr McIntosh with 

this illuminated address which he read 

as follows:- 

“Alexander H. McIntosh Esq., J.P., 

Victoria House, Kirkcaldy - The 

employees of Victoria Cabinet and 

Chair Works desire to give expression, 

however inadequate and imperfect, to 



the sincere and strong feelings of esteem entertained 

towards you as our employer. The perfect arrangements 

which you have, at great expense, made for our safety, 

health, and comfort during working hours, your interest in 

our welfare generally, and in cases of sickness and distress 

particularly, have earned our sincere gratitude, which we are 

proud here to acknowledge. Besides regarding you as our 

employer, we can honestly say we have every reason to look 

upon you as a friend, and one on whose conduct we can rely 

on as being guided at all times by the highest principles, and 

inspired by the best motives. In asking you to accept this 

small mark of our esteem and gratitude, we beg to express 

the earnest hope that you and Mrs McIntosh will be long 

spared to each other, to your family and friends, and the firm 

of A.H. McIntosh & Co. will continue to prosper in the future 

as it has done in the past (Loud cheers).” 

When Mr McIntosh rose to speak he was met with long and 

loud cheering and a burst of “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow”. 

In a wide ranging response he recollected the days of 

working by candlelight and when tradesmen and apprentices 

were expected to do a few extra hours per week for no pay. 

The kindness and friendly faces had gone straight to his heart 

and he felt that the presentation was really for the firm and 

not just to himself personally. He was delighted that there 

was genuine appreciation for the efforts the firm made in 

making the working environment as comfortable and 

convenient as possible. He hoped that by mutual 



understanding and confidence in one another that tonight’s 

friendliness will be extended and continued.  

His words strayed into national and international situations 

including quite a lengthy discourse covering; free trade, trade 

unionism, the war between labour and capital and even the 

fact that a German ship now held the Blue Riband trophy for 

the fastest crossing of the Atlantic. This, to Mr McIntosh, was 

anathema, a wakeup call to this country, and the thin end of 

the wedge. 

There were some further congratulatory speeches from a Mr 

Calder who was representing the Scottish timber industry, 

the Reverend Campbell of the Old Kirk and Bailie Rolland. 

There followed a programme of 

entertainment in the shape of 

music and singing which in turn 

led to the event being wound up 

with an enjoyable dance to the 

music of Mr Johnston’s 

Quadrille Band.  

The address itself was “on vellum, beautifully illustrated, and 

is altogether a beautiful specimen of the highly artistic 

workmanship of Messrs Coupar and Allan, Lithographers, 

Kirkcaldy. The address is to be encased in a handsome oak 

casket mounted with silver. The tea tray, which was 

presented to Mrs McIntosh, is a beautiful piece of silver”. 



The firm continued to produce elaborate furniture made by 

skilled craftsmen as the 20th century dawned and crept 

towards the outbreak of the Great War. At its outbreak many 

men joined the forces and sadly some did not return. No 

trace has been found of any Roll 

of Honour for those who served. 

The in-house magazine, The 

McIntosh Mirror of September 

1964, listed a number of names 

in alphabetical order of men who 

had served. Given that only 11 

names are mentioned it is unlikely this is the full list of those 

who joined up. When time permits some research may 

produce further names and, at the time of writing, one was 

found by pure accident. The snippet shown relates to Charles 

Porter whose brother had previously fallen. It appears they 

were orphans, which in some ways is a blessing in that the 

parents did not have to mourn two lost sons. 

Eight of the names mentioned returned to work with the 

firm. Walter Ferguson completed 54 years service before 

retiring in 1965. He won the Military Medal and, as a result of 

injuries sustained, was fitted with a wooden leg. Sergeant 

David Findlay from the Polishing Shop was awarded the 

Victoria Cross on the 9th May 1915 but was tragically killed a 

few months later. Findlay was born in Guardbridge and is 

remembered in Moonzie Kirk graveyard. Private John English, 



of the French Polishing Department, died in France from 

wounds aged 23. 

The only direct member of the family to be killed in the 

conflict was Alexander Henry McIntosh who was the eldest 

son of Thomas McIntosh. He was a Private in the London 

Scottish Regiment and was an early casualty, dying in 

Boulogne in 1914. He is mentioned on the family grave at 

Bennochy. There is a feeling of déjà vu writing this as he is 

also mentioned on the St. Andrew’s Church War Memorial 

which is now housed in St John’s Church. It is only two 

months since we mentioned the two sons of John Barnet 

(Barnet & Morton) being listed on the same memorial.  

The Company had offered to help with the war effort and the 

manufactured wings and other aeroplane parts. It has to be 

kept in mind that the early planes were in reality a 

combination of wood, rubber 

and canvas. The De Havilland 

9 was one of the planes 

which the firm concentrated 

on. There are a number of 

photographs of wartime 

production which will be 

reproduced at the end of this 

narrative in an appendix. 

What is interesting is a little 

newspaper cutting which 



relates to Government Contracts which had been handed to 

Fife firms in the previous month. It would seem that this was 

a normal practice and many local names are included in the 

list. As well as being a snapshot of a moment in time and 

illustrating a part of Kirkcaldy’s contribution – it is a stark 

reminder, in fact a very stark reminder, of the industrial 

powerhouse this town once was. With the exception of Nairn 

– the names are now nothing but memories.  

Prior to the outbreak of war Jane McIntosh died in 1912. 

Daughter Isabella (Fergusson) passed away in 1917 at the age 

of 60. Throughout the Great War Alexander Henry McIntosh 

remained as Chairman of the Board and Managing Director, 

although in reality it was his eldest son, William, along with 

Isabella’s husband George Ferguson, who were running the 

works.  

In 1919, as the employees were returning 
from the services, Alexander Henry 
McIntosh died at the age of 84. He had 

continued to 
live in Victoria 
House with 
son William 
along with his 
unmarried 
daughter Margaret. 
 
The Fife Free Press reported on 

the fact that it was one of the 



largest funerals the town had seen and gave details of the 

pall bears – the snippet is attached to provide greater detail. 

The various obituaries, especially the Fife Free Press of the 

27th September, inform us that he was very civic minded and 

served on a number of committees and bodies including the 

town council, but served for only for one term. For a lengthy 

period he served on Kirkcaldy School Board, eventually 

becoming Chairman. He campaigned long and hard for good 

school buildings and was involved in the extension to the 

Burgh School and the building of Dunnikier Primary School 

with its striking red sandstone frontage He was involved with 

the RSPCC and also the Temperance movements, having 

been teetotal all his life. He was greatly interested in the 

Philp Trust and in severe winters involved with soup kitchens 

and other aids to help the poor. He along with three other 

friends attended a meeting in the offices of the Fifeshire 

Advertiser where as a result the Kirkcaldy Charity 

Organisation Society was formed.  

In politics he was a Liberal and was chairman of the local 

association. He could count Lloyd George and Henry Dalziel 

the Kirkcaldy Burgh’s M.P. of the time as personal friends. 

Although he had been married in Abbotshall Church he had a 

long and extensive connection with Whytescauseway Baptist 

Church. On the Sunday following his death, The Fife Free 

Press of the 4th October, reported that the Reverend Andrew 

T. Richardson who had officiated at the funeral service 



offered a lengthy valedictory on Mr McIntosh. His remarks 

focused on pointing out the generosity of spirit and kindness, 

drawing attention to all the work that Mr McIntosh had done 

for the less fortunate, especially children. He was able to 

quote from his own experience when his wife was 

dangerously ill in an Edinburgh Hospital. It was Mr McIntosh 

who took the minister into his own home for the two months 

she was hospitalised. It was stated in the address that the 

connection with the Baptist Church was of 53 years duration 

– which meant that it had started in 1866 – when he was still 

working with John Barnett. It was certainly a sincere tribute 

to a man and included the works “It was his delight to do a 

good work without anyone knowing it. Half the pleasure of it 

was gone for him if anyone 

found it out”. Alexander 

McIntosh gifted, in his Will, 

the sum of £450 which was 

used to help fund an organ 

for the Church. In 1927 a new communion 

table was also gifted by the family. When 

his daughter Margaret died in 1944 her 

estate included a bequest to both the 

church and Kirkcaldy hospital 

It was William who succeeded his father as 

Chairman and Managing Director. The end 

of the war saw an initial boom after the 

years of austerity, but gradual change was 



creeping in. Large houses which were labour intensive were 

no longer so popular. After the war there was growth in 

smaller properties such as bungalows, semi-detached 

properties and smaller villas. The former old style furniture 

was simply too big and too heavy for modern taste and so a 

demand was created for simpler and less elaborate pieces. 

The era of furniture based on the classics – Georgian, 

Jacobean, etc, had gone. 

The firm were well placed going into the boom years with 

work, not only including household furniture, but contracts 

were won for fitting out hotels, banks, and even work with 

ships being built on the Clyde. The firm of A.H. McIntosh 

were involved with the panelling and furnishing of both the 

Queen Mary and the first Queen Elizabeth. Amongst other 

ships which benefitted from McIntosh craftsmanship were; 

The Empress of Japan, M.V. Rangitiki and the Loch Lomond 

steamer – The Maid of the Loch. 

The Queen Mary had a very chequered beginning to her 

career. Designed to be 

the fastest and longest 

ship built up until that 

time her construction 

was beset with financial 

problems. Such were 

the extent of the 

problems just five 



months prior to launch, work was completely halted. It was 

two years before work recommenced thanks mainly to a 

Government aid package which stipulated that the owners 

Cunard had to merge with the ailing White Star Line. It is 

estimated that when funds ran out and work on her halted it 

led to 3,000 men being made idle and a further 7,000 

meeting the same fate amongst the sub-contractors. 

Eventually the ship was launched in 1934 and fitting out the 

ship began. Some McIntosh moveable furniture featured in 

public rooms while their cabin furniture was fixed for safety. 

Ann Watters learned of an advertisement which had 

appeared in the Shipbuilder and Marine Engine Builder from 

June of 1936. It is 

thanks to this advert 

for A.H. McIntosh & Co. 

Ltd that we learn of 

some of the work 

undertaken included:- 

  

  

 

 

 



There were also marquetry panels manufactured by 

McIntosh which were designed by Mr Cameron Baillie. 

The Queen Mary was eventually sold as a floating hotel and 

conference centre in Longbeach, California. Ann Watters was 

able to visit the ship in 1994 and reported that much of the 

original furniture and marquetry panels were still in place. In 

her book she admitted to being disappointed that no 

mention of where some of the items were manufactured was 

made. The Museum Curator had admitted they knew little 

about the furniture and even less about the manufacturer! 

Interestingly some of the original Kirkcaldy linoleum was still 

in place and the marine cables for the Queen Mary were 

manufactured in the Town by the Kirkcaldy Rope Works. 

Many companies and artists were involved in the work on 

the Queen Mary and the ship was known as “The Ship of 

Beautiful Woods”. Some of the craftsmanship is astonishing 

and if time permits a search via Google will provide visual 

confirmation of that epithet. (The Ship of Beautiful Woods - 

Luxury Liner Row).  

 During the Second World War both Queens were used as 

troopships and they had to be refitted before returning to 

the Atlantic run. The original panelling and furniture had 

been removed and stored for the duration of the conflict and 

so was unscathed by the 16,000 servicemen who made up 

the maximum troop load. The normal passenger load was 

3,000! 

https://luxurylinerrow.com/ship-beautiful-woods-3/?msclkid=a5776cf4b51e11ec972e2196869dba69
https://luxurylinerrow.com/ship-beautiful-woods-3/?msclkid=a5776cf4b51e11ec972e2196869dba69


However the furniture boom was followed by a significant 

downturn, the signal for the start of which is normally given 

as the Wall Street crash. Heavy industries such as coal 

mining, shipbuilding and steel which were the backbone of 

Britain’s exports fell dramatically. These industries were 

concentrated in some parts of the country – Scotland, 

Northern England and South Wales, and unemployment 

reached colossal levels in these areas. It can be argued that it 

was only brought to an end by the move to re-arm the 

country in the years leading up to the war. 

The furniture trade and A.H. McIntosh were no exception as 

they found orders drying up. Money was required for more 

immediate and important purposes. 

One result was the sale of some of the firm’s land on Victoria 

Road. A portion of ground 

between the factory and 

Victoria Mansions, which had 

contained a woodshed and 

yard, was sold to SMT 

(Scottish Motor Traction) as a 

garage and showroom in 

1938. The garage and 

showroom remained for over 

half a century but today the greater part of the site is a 

housing development (John Pitcairn Place).  



In addition, a portion of the buildings entered from Dunnikier 

Road were sold to David Ronaldson, a panel beating and car 

repair firm. That area is also now replaced by modern 

housing.  

When war broke out in 1939 some of the grandchildren 

(Alexander and William) and a great-grandchild (George 

Ferguson) all joined up along with many of the employees of 

the factory. 

Again, it terms of the war effort, the firm made aeroplane 

parts but additionally they had contracts for coffins, pontoon 

bridges and ammunition boxes. Much of their wood supplies 

were requisitioned to add to their problems.  

Before the end of the war the Chairman 

and Managing Director had passed away 

– rather in the manner of his father, 

William had held onto power until the 

end. It was his nephew Patrick George 

Fergusson* who was mainly at the helm 

during these years as, at 52, he was too 

old for war service. After William’s death 

he took over the position as Chairman and Managing Director 

until he retired in 1953 at the age of 65. Even after retiral he 

visited the works almost every day from his home at 

Alexandra House until his death in 1967. 

*Only son of Isabella McIntosh who was eldest daughter of 

A.H. McIntosh. Started in factory in 1902 and in 1911 at the 



age of 24 appointed Secretary and a Director of the 

Company. He spent 30 years as a Trustee of the Kirkcaldy & 

District Savings Bank plus 20 years as a Director of the Fife 

Mission to the Deaf and Dumb. An elder of Kirkcaldy Auld 

Kirk for 30 years – during which time he was the youngest 

elder and then the senior elder. 

At the end of the War there was a demand for new furniture 

but of a much smaller size. Live-in servants were almost a 

thing of the past and as the years passed the age of the radio, 

television and record/players/hi-fi had dawned. The demand 

now was for compact and neat furniture and also wall 

furnishings to house the above mentioned equipment. Space 

saving equipment was now in vogue. The day of suites in 

various ranges for use in the bedroom and living room had 

arrived. 

The firm had been successful in no small way thanks to the 

reputation of its workforce. Many had given long and loyal 

service and it was not uncommon for three generations to 

have been employed with many having clocked up 50 years 

service prior to retiral. Service in the forces was included in 

the year’s service. 

Materials were harder to come by but once again 

the business saw orders flowing in from; hotels, 

churches, banks and ships, as well as the demand 

for domestic furniture. More modern methods of 

production were in use, more machinery was 



purchased, and the number of employees was on the 

increase. 

After eight busy years following the War and with the 1953 

installation of Colonel Alexander (Sandy) McIntosh* as 

Chairman and Managing Director a strategy was formulated 

to promote domestic sales. This took the form of a Special 

Sales Exhibition in the Victoria Cabinet Works. These took 

place in the years 1953 – 1958 and were followed by the firm 

exhibiting at the National Furniture Exhibition at Earls Court 

in London. In 1959 it was decided that the Earls Court 

exhibitions on their own provided sufficient publicly and 

generated sufficient orders to meet their requirements. 

*Eldest son of George W. 

McIntosh.(Medical Officer of Health) Born 

in 1902.Joined firm in 1918 as an apprentice 

cabinet maker. He commanded a battalion 

of the Fife and Forfar Yeomanry Territorials. 

At the outbreak of war he commanded the 

2nd Battalion as a Lieutenant-Colonel. He 

was later transferred to the “Phantoms” 

who were operational behind enemy lines 

with the object  of securing information and quickly getting it 

back to Headquarters. At one stage he was Deputy Lord 

Lieutenant of Fife. He retired to farm in the Black Isle and 

died in hospital in Inverness in 1979. He was a keen naturalist 

and a keen curler. 



The first Victoria Road Exhibition was certainly a significant 

event which included a special lunch for 200 guests at 

Anthony’s Hotel hosted by the Chairman.  

The theme of the inaugural 

exhibition was “Old and New” 

with period costumes in 

evidence and wigged footmen 

and ladies meeting and 

directing the guests. This 

“History of Furniture” covered 

five periods with a room being 

devoted to each period. The 

periods covered were -  

1820      The end of the Napoleonic Wars 

1857      The end of the Crimean War 

1869      The start of A.H. McIntosh 

1900      The Boer War period 

1922      The Jazz age 

There was also a family tree on display which featured seven 

generations of the family over a 200 year period. Another 

interesting item was the 1821 seven year apprentice bond of 

William McIntosh to Thomas Burke, an upholsterer of 

Dalkeith. This answers the question as to why some McIntosh 

catalogues carried the firm’s starting date as 1821. Although 



William is the founder’s father, it is taking things a bit far to 

suggest that A.H. McIntosh and Son were in existence 14 

years before Alexander was born! 

The guest of honour was Mr Tom Johnston of the Scottish 

Tourist Board who urged links between the newly created 

Forestry Commission and the industry so that the correct 

type of woods could be grown in the future. He suggested 

that the country was importing 10 million tonnes of wood for 

pit props which in reality could/should be grown here. He 

was less than impressed that so many Scottish souvenirs 

were manufactured outside of Scotland. He suggested that 

instead of tartan tammies perhaps wooden items could be 

created for the souvenir market.  

As an interesting aside in 1953, George 

Kinnear, who had started with the 

company in 1903, carved a wooden lectern 

for Cupar Parish Church to be used by the 

Fife and Forfar Yeomanry. The Chairman 

(Colonel Sandy McIntosh*) had been a 

member of the regiment before the 

Second World War and saw service with 

them during the conflict. George 

recollected that when he had started with the firm there had 

been around 40/50 carvers. This alone indicated how styles 

had changed during the period. *On his death in 1979 a 

memorial service was held in the Church. 



The year 1954 saw huge successes in sales with the Directors 

reporting that sales were up overall by 250% with sales in 

Scotland climbing by 150% and this was against a background 

of prices being dropped by 16%. The results would suggest 

that the Special Exhibition had been a success.  

The Directors attributed much of the success to the 

introduction of the Batch Method. This was where several 

items of the same type were cut in batches before being 

stored until there was a demand for them. At that point they 

were then assembled. This would again suggest that styles 

had become much simpler and the carvers were now used 

only rarely. This was certainly a far cry from the days they 

were key workers in the production of elaborate designs. 

One of the suggestions made by Tom Johnston in 1953 was 

taken up but with no long-term success. The idea was to use 

chippings from Scottish soft woods which were broken down 

and formed into chipboard. The intended benefit was to 

remove the long time spent in seasoning wood. The idea had 

been tried in Germany and an Annan firm were engaged to 

attempt the process. It was a failure as there were 

insufficient chippings to keep the process working all year 

round. When the Chairman retired and went to farm in the 

Black Isle the idea was resurrected and he managed a factory 

in Inverness but once more it proved not to be commercially 

viable. 



It was at this time that the famous Thistle 

Logo came into being and it was embossed 

on much of the furniture and also the firm’s 

fleet of trucks. The logo was the work of Val 

Rossi.  

As previously mentioned, the Special Sales Exhibitions ran 

until 1958 when it was felt that the Earls Court Exhibition was 

adequate on its own. 

The themes and special guests were as follows:- 

1954 - The theme was Robert Adam and the Adam Family 

with Colonel Adam of Blairadam as guest. 

1955 – The Theme was Ultra Modern Design with Lord Bruce 

taking the intended place of his father, the Earl of Elgin, who 

could not be present. Lord Bruce also mused on why Scottish 

timber was not used in more Scottish furniture.  

1956 – The theme was an exhibition of paintings by Tom 

Gourdie. While this may seem strange at first, some of Tom’s 

drawings had been used in the Firm’s marquetry panels. 

There was also an exhibition of the smaller furniture which 

was specifically designed for the smaller house. Sir David 

Whaley from the Furniture Manufacturing Council was the 

main guest. 

1957- The theme was Trees and, as had been the case since 

inception, the lunch was at Anthony’s Hotel. The menus had 

listed on the rear information on all the woods which were 



imported by the firm and importantly made reference to the 

need to ensure there was no over felling. The guest was Sir 

John Gilmour Bart, DSO, DL, of Montrave House, the MP for 

North East Fife. Sir John told the 200 assembled guests how 

he had sent a deputation of 275 men from the Royal Scottish 

Forestry Society on a visit to Kirkcaldy to see the efficient 

working of two of the town’s leading factories – Nairns and 

McIntosh! A feature of the lunch was that among those 

attending were five men who were about to retire and had a 

combined service of 275 years – which gives an average of 55 

years. Talking of retirals, it was at the end of 1957 that 

Colonel McIntosh took the same course. He died in 1979 at 

the age of 77. 

1959 – The theme was the £100 bedroom suite. The main 

guest was William Martin of the Scottish Furniture 

Association. He was the Chairman of the celebrated Martin & 

Frost who, for many years, had their premises in George 

Street, Edinburgh. They are now located at Fort Kinnaird and 

rebranded Sterling Homes. For the only time at these events 

Anthony’s Hotel was not the venue for the lunch but the 

Station Hotel. A scan 

of an edition of  a 

1959 Fife Free Press  

reveals the well 

known established 

furniture emporium of 

Barker & Co at 32 High 



Street offering an oak finish double door bedroom suite at 

£21.19.06d. Doubtless, the quality would not stand 

comparison but it gives some idea of the relative costs of 

paying for quality.  

It is perhaps due to the firm’s growing national and 

international reputation that it was decided to forego the 

local exhibitions and concentrate on exhibiting at Earls Court 

and also at the Ideal Homes Exhibition at Olympia. It was also 

at this stage that contract work such as hotels, ships, etc, 

which had been an important aspect for many years, was 

ended with the decision to only deal in the domestic 

furniture market. 

Almost unbelievably at this stage 2,000 dining chairs were 

being produced each week! Contract work was re-introduced 

in the 1980s when the company became ESA McIntosh. 

After some months of deliberation, George 

Fergusson*, a great grandson of the founder, 

had taken the reigns as Chairman and 

Managing Director. He is described as having 

charisma, enthusiasm, and also being very 

generous. His time appears to have been very 

successful. 

• The only son of Patrick George and Isabella Fergusson. 

He was born in 1918. His initial employment was with an 

Edinburgh furniture firm but he joined McIntosh in 1939 

working in the drawing office. During the War he served 



in the Royal Artillery and rose to the rank of Major. He 

lived for a spell in Kinghorn and was on the Council for a 

spell. He was a leading figure in the furniture industry 

and was president or Chairman of many of the trade 

bodies. He was Chairman from 1957 until 1972. He had 

suffered a stroke the previous year and never duly 

recovered. He was only 58 when he died in 1976 in the 

Victoria Hospital. 

 Sales doubled between 1959 and 1963 and a lot of that 

success was attributed to the 

Chairman and what was a very 

talented management team. The 

team consisted of Tom Robertson, 

the Design Manager, who became 

Design Director. George MacKay was 

a dynamic Sales Manager (ultimately 

becoming Sales Director) and Bob 

Adams held the position of Company 

Secretary and in time he rose to be 

firstly, Director of Finance and 

subsequently Managing Director.  

There had been a short period when coloured furniture was 

in vogue and also Italian lines were introduced. To assist with 

this development, Valentino Rossi, a designer with Italian 

interests, joined the firm (1956-1963). It was said that they 

made an excellent team as Tom Robertson (who unerringly 



knew which direction trends and tastes were about to take) 

designed pieces which were consistently strong sellers while 

Val had a taste for the more flamboyant and ‘showy’ pieces 

which is perhaps best illustrated by an article dating from 

1959 in the Leven Mail. It 

concerned Anthony’s Hotel 

in Kirkcaldy which had 

added a ballroom in 

1948/49. These were the 

days of austerity following 

the War and the article 

harked back to the difficult 

times of the construction 

when timber and steel 

licences were required. 

Conscious that the ballroom 

was stark it was decided to 

commission Tom Robertson and “the brilliant new designer, 

Mr Val Rossi, was commissioned to rectify the austere 

appearance of the ballroom of Anthony’s Hotel”. Thanks to 

prefabricating most of the work prior to installation, the work 

was carried out in a total of 11 days between the three 

functions which had been booked. “Anthony’s ballroom has 

been most beautifully transformed. The theme is based on 

the lines of the graceful Venetian period when elegance was 

at its height and reflected in white colonnades against pastel 

walls, thrown in relief with deep scarlet drapes and ornate 



gold fittings, surely a period of graceful living worth 

recapturing even if only for a night. The scene lies below 

suspended canopies of midnight blue, encrusted with 

myriads of tiny starlight”. There was mention of the 

extensive and excellent mirror formations which were 

provided by that well known glazier and framer – John 

Haxton & Co. The transformation was achieved and 

completed just in time. Half an hour before the Directors of 

Barnet and Morton sat down with 100 guests staff were still 

sweeping the floor! 

The writer hopes that the mention of this iconic hotel brings 

back memories for readers of a certain age. I am wondering 

where the dancing could have taken place at my parent’s 

wedding there in 1945? 

In the early 1960s, McIntosh, like many of the long 

established furniture manufacturers, were still producing 

standard style dining and bedroom furniture in the Queen 

Anne style. A 1962 McIntosh catalogue shows a mixture of 

50% traditional and 50% contemporary styles. G Plan, 

another long established company, with significantly more 

employees than McIntosh, had moved away completely from 

the traditional style in the mid 1950s and others had 

followed suit. 

The average workforce in the early 1960s was 340 but by 

1970 had risen to 500. This was in no small way down to one 

model of sideboard – the Dunvegan, which was 



manufactured from around 1961 for a period of 20 years. 

Such a timeframe is considered an amazingly long period for 

a piece of contemporary furniture. In 1962 the Dunvegan 

cost £43:19:06 which today is around £977! 

There can be little doubt that Robertson and Rossi, who later 

moved to Beithcraft, altered the direction of McIntosh from 

traditional to contemporary and the rise in the numbers 

employed in the decade can only justify the step. They 

produced some of the most iconic ranges either as 

individuals or by 

collaboration. Before 

he left to join 

Beithcraft Val Rossi 

designed the stylish 

and well-received 

Aberdour range. 

Tom Robertson himself is an interesting 

character and without doubt 

responsible for many of the iconic 

designs of the period. He was born in 

1916 and had a background in design 

before serving with the 51st Highland 

Division during the Second World War. 

In 1948 he accepted an invitation from 

McIntosh & Co. to become their Design 

Manager and subsequently the Design 



Director. In 1963 he came off the permanent staff to work 

freelance. This was due to his setting up his own with “Ideal 

Homes” initially in the High Street, but after a fire they 

moved to Tolbooth Street where they remained for many 

years. In his time with McIntosh he was responsible for some 

very successful lines which include; 

the Dunvegan Suite, the Triform 

table and the Tristor drinks trolley. 

When during the 1970s the Firm had 

a flirtation with the Charles Rennie 

Macintosh style of furniture it was Tom Robertson who was 

principally involved. After Rossi left the company in 1964, 

Andrew Bennet was appointed Assistant Designer and he 

remained with them until 1984. Both Robertson and Bennett 

won a number of awards and both were elected members of 

the Society of Industrial Artists. They won the “Showpiece of 

the Year” award for their design of the Cranston Dining Room 

Suite which was based on Rennie Macintosh lines. 

In 1962 the McIntosh Mirror which was an internal 

publication for the employees first saw the light of day. It 

continued until 1980 when, as we shall learn, problems 

started to plague the firm. A copy of each edition is held in 

bound volumes, possibly in the library, but more likely to 

now be in the Fife Council Archives. 

The decade was going well for the company with much of 

their production sold for export, with America and Australia 



being sizeable and profitable markets. The order book was 

full and George Fergusson became President of the Scottish 

Furniture Makers Federation in 1963. It was at this time that 

George Fergusson hit on the novel idea of a 14 foot 

sideboard and not just any sideboard! This particular model 

had a built in fridge, a safe and even a stereo record player. 

Although it received some publicity via the press - only the 

prototype was built. It lay in storage for years - before being 

delivered to a house in Cardenden. 

A problem was simmering below the surface and the 

eventual solution was, with hindsight, seen by some as the 

beginning of the end. The problem was space or lack of it. 

With overseas orders booming there was an obvious need to 

expand. The factory being on three floors was difficult to 

organise efficiently and space was needed for the modern 

machines which were now a necessity. A far cry from when 

the factory had been built on the outskirts of the town – now 

Kirkcaldy had expanded all around it and there was simply no 

available site. 

There was an unsuccessful attempt to purchase Stanley Park 

from the Council. This was a large old villa at the top of 

Townsend Crescent which had once served as a maternity 

Hospital. David Steel, the former Liberal Party leader was 

born there. George Fergusson thought the Town Council 

were being difficult and obstructive and for a spell, however 

reluctantly, considered relocation to Buckhaven or 



Glenrothes. In January 1968 however, he found his hand 

forced. 

On the 14th January, on a night like few others, saw the 

Country experience wind conditions which were close to or 

reached hurricane proportions. 

There were winds of over 100 miles 

per hour and when the roof was 

blown off the chair shop, two side 

walls were blown out. One wall 

landed on the glass roof of the 

machine shop. Although in three 

weeks the factory was back in 

production, thanks to the co-operation of the workforce, 

George Fergusson recognised something had to be done and 

done quickly. He 

was able in 1969 to 

secure a greenfield 

site of 11 acres on 

the new 

Mitchelston Estate 

on the outskirts of 

the town. The Victoria Road works had 180,000 square feet 

over its three floors. The new site had 160,000 square feet on 

one level with 8,000 square feet for the offices. However the 

site offered room for a 25% expansion were it needed at 

some point. 



The work to build the new factory commenced in 1969 and in 

August of the following year, after the Trades Holiday’s 

shutdown, the new premises were ready and open. The 

planning had been very detailed and even the largest of the 

machines, kilns and boilers were in place ready for 

production to commence. 

 The former factory was sold to the Town Council, but in 1971 

it suffered an extensive fire. It started in the former paint 

shop when workmen were attempting to do some welding 

repairs. The building was later demolished and the ground 

sold to the government for the erection of an office block 

which at one time housed D.H.S.S. staff. While still standing it 

appears no longer in use. 

The official opening of the 

new factory was carried out 

on the 30th October 1970 by 

Lord Ritchie-Calder who at 

the time was Chairman of 

the Metrication Board. This 

was an appropriate choice as 

the factory was one of if not the first to be built using metric 

measurements – goodbye yards, feet and inches. Lord and 

Lady Ritchie- Calder were 

presented with a rosewood 

coffee table. The Earl of Elgin 

who was the Lord Lieutenant 



of Fife and Kirkcaldy’s Provost H. Alleyne Nicolson were in the 

official party. 

One of the last celebrations while the business was still in 

Victoria Road was the centenary celebrations. This took place 

appropriately in 1969, but they appear to have been fairly 

low key. There was certainly a cake and a guest of honour. 

This was Mrs Janet Fergusson who was the Chairman’s 

mother and also through marriage was the granddaughter-in-

law of the founder. Mrs Fergusson was 78 at the time and 

lived to the grand old age of 93. Mrs Fergusson cut the cake 

and the only photograph of the event, which we can lay our 

hands on, is shown here and captioned. 

With the move to Mitchelson part of the modernisation of 

production methods involved reducing the range of products. 

It was now centred on popular models which would sell and 

sell well. The move to the new factory corresponded with the 

launching of the 101 Range of Wall Units. The choice of name 

reflecting the time the firm had been in existence. This was 

another very popular line with sales to the trade but it met 

problems when going from the shop to the home. It was a 

flat pack which needed to be assembled by the buyer and it 

was said that it was not the easiest item to put together. 

Eventually the company had to sell it built up.  



In 1971, with the new factory 

hardly open a year; George 

Fergusson suffered a stroke from 

which he never fully recovered his 

speech. It was Bob Adams who 

replaced him as Managing Director 

but not as chairman. The two 

positions for the first time were 

split and both were occupied by a 

non- family member. Leslie Alston 

took over as Chairman. Alston was 

68 years old at the time and all his 

life he had been steeped in furniture manufacturing. He was 

head of the Alston Group and had been a close friend of 

George Fergusson. Despite his age and workload he did not 

hesitate when asked to help guide A.H. McIntosh & Co 

through this difficult period to commute on a regular basis 

from England.  

At the 1972 Earls Court Exhibition orders of over a quarter of 

a million pounds were taken. This was double the figure for 

the previous year and showed the worth of the new factory. 

The rise in sales during the early 1970s was down to two 

main contributory factors. Firstly, the demise of the 

traditional sideboard in favour of wall units such as the 

Cramond range. This offered flexibility as wall units could be 

used in the lounge or dining area. Secondly, there was the 

arrival of the discount warehouses such as Landmark, 



Sterling, and many others spread over the Country, The firm 

were able to capitalise on this new style of outlet using the 

Cramond, followed by the Kelvin and Barnton, all in teak, and 

the Abbotsford which was manufactured in mahogany. 

This upsurge in sales had a knock on effect as the uptake of 

these ranges and their penetration in the marketplace 

required more transport. The fleet grew from six to fifteen 

vans during the decade, plus local carriers to supplement the 

firm’s own vehicles. 

The Cranston range was an upmarket venture which merited 

winning the Design Team of Robertson and 

Bennett the prestigious “Showpiece of the 

Year” Award. It was however a rarefied 

market which was not a volume seller. 

Alongside this marquetry panels were a 

significant seller. More than one important 

visitor received a panel during their visit to the factory and 

this included James Callaghan when he was Prime Minister. 

In 1976 computers were introduced into the factory – mainly 

to assist with record keeping and stock control. In that same 

year the new Chairman Ronald W. Parker* was able to 

announce that in the financial year 1974/1975 the Company 

had achieved its highest ever profits. It all seemed so positive 

– sales going well especially for dining room suites and orders 

coming in both fast and furious and not just from this 

Country but also overseas. However, there was a downside in 



that there was still a shortage of skilled labour which often 

translated into the order book not being fulfilled as quickly as 

was hoped or expected. Despite having a product which was 

in demand, the time being taken to complete orders was 

having a detrimental effect. 

*Ronald William Parker was a Chartered Accountant by 

profession and had been born in 1909 in Edinburgh. He rose 

to become Chairman of the Scottish Coal Board from 1954 - 

1968 where he jousted with characters such as Abe Moffat 

and Mick McGahey. He then became Chairman of the 

Scottish Gas Board from 1968-1974. Obviously an able and 

experienced man, he was 65 when he took on the McIntosh 

post. 

The solution appeared to be found when the Ayrshire 

furniture manufacturer, Beithcraft, was seeking a buyer. The 

ill judged and most certainly ill fated merger of the two firms 

came to pass in 1976. 

The town of Beith had a long history of furniture making as 

had the firm of Beithcraft Furniture Ltd. At one time there 

were six furniture factories situated in the town but by 1976 

there was only one left, Beithcraft, employing 120 people. 

The company were known for making good quality furniture 

but, in July 1974, their old Victorian factory went on fire and 

was razed to the ground.  The building, the stock and the 

machines, were all lost with the workers being left idle. 

However, the firm responded by taking over a nearby empty 



factory. They purchased at considerable expense machinery 

from both this country and abroad and unbelievably were 

able to re-commence production while a new single storey 

modern factory was built to replace the old factory. The new 

factory commenced production in 1975. While it was a 

magnificent effort to get the business back in production;   

the fire, its consequences and after-effects were costly and   

directly led to financial problems. Beithcraft had no 

alternative but to seek a buyer in 1976. As a point of interest 

and in a nod to the town’s furniture heritage – Beith Juniors 

Football Club have the nickname The Cabers – (cabinet 

makers). 

 A H McIntosh & Co had, as mentioned previously, a full order 

book and yet were experiencing difficulties in recruiting 

tradesmen with the required skills set, but that was perhaps 

not the only issue.  

There was an argument advanced that the production 

efficiency could/did not rise to the levels required to meet 

the increased sales volumes. It was suggested that the 

component processes were stuck in previous 

decades and could not be sufficiently 

streamlined to work more effectively. In the 

machine shop each unit was working on an 

individual basis rather than being linked. This 

simply brought about handling issues as 

components had to be moved from one unit to 



another which inevitably created delays and increased costs. 

In the polishing shop spray booths were still in use rather 

than the newer, faster, and more efficient curtain coaster 

method. It was perhaps a distinct disadvantage to the firm 

that they were isolated from other major furniture 

manufacturers which precluded the cross pollination of staff, 

ideas and trends. The customer wants their goods now, 

irrespective of the problems of the supplier. Believing this to 

be the ideal solution they forged ahead, bought the factory, 

and took on the 120 workers. Rodney Baker, who had been 

the Personal Assistant to the Beithcraft General Manager, 

became the Managing Director of Beithcraft and Bob Adams, 

their Chairman. Matt Ferguson, Sales Manager at Beithcraft, 

took on the same position with McIntosh while George 

McKay became Sales Director. The venture lasted for only 

seven years before Beithcraft were forced to close through 

lack of orders. While they made high grade furniture they 

simply did not have the same sales success as McIntosh. The 

Tulip and Clover suites designed by Tom Robertson and 

displayed at the Earls Court Furniture Exhibition in 1977 were 

manufactured at Beithcraft’s factory. Both sold well at the 

exhibition.  

In 1980 it was decided that more factory space was required 

at Mitchelston and the space which had been reserved for 

such an eventuality was utilised. The extension was by way of 

a new polishing shop and increased assembly space. The 

metal framework was made by Barnet and Morton and the 



extension was opened in January 1981. If timing is everything 

then this was a major example of bad timing in that by 1980 

there were signs of a major recession looming which led to 

the loss of overseas markets  and a depressed home one.  

By 1982 Beithcraft was in trouble, especially as McIntosh 

now had no need for the additional factory to fulfil orders. 

The factory went on the market in 1982, attracted no offers, 

and sadly on 23 July 1982 the firm closed with the remaining 

34 employees losing their jobs. The furniture boom appeared 

to be over.  

Beithcraft had been established for 112 years and its 

purchase cost considerable sums of money. The 

management had had to spread their expertise and technical 

staff over the two factories which were 100 miles apart. 

Hindsight is a great thing, but a closer inspection of the 

prospects for Beithcraft and the furniture trade in general 

might have made the McIntosh directors more cautious 

before sanctioning the takeover. It almost seems that the 

financial implications of the 1974 fire were not thought 

through. It would appear as if securing the services of the 

skilled employees of Beithcraft was the Holy Grail and 

therefore being able to better manage their order book was 

almost the only criteria worthy of consideration.  



It does seem extraordinary that with prominent accountants 

filling the Chairman and Managing Director roles that some 

of these decisions should have been made. After all Parker 

was a Chartered Accountant by profession and Adams had 

served as the Director of Finance for 

the Company. 

The Winter of Discontent of 1978/79 

saw widespread industrial action 

with the result that Jim Callaghan’s 

Labour government fell and, in the 

ensuing General Election, Margaret 

Thatcher swept into power. 

Callaghan’s government were faced 

with the country being in a dangerously weak economic 

position. There were several reasons but most were spawned 

by the new realities in international trade and what can only 

be described as the terminal decline of Britain’s 

manufacturing base – steel, shipbuilding and coal, were all on 

the wane. History is repeating itself today although for 

different reasons, by inflation being fuelled by huge rises in 

oil prices. The government had to plead with the 

International Monetary Fund for a £4 billion pound loan to 

stave off outright disaster. 

While the monies were forthcoming they came at a price. 

One of these was that public spending had to be reined in 

and subsequent policies saw reductions in government 



spending of one billion. The upshot was draconian levels of 

unemployment which ultimately set the trade unions against 

the government. 

Cuts to the public purse invariably mean it is those employed 

in the public services who shoulder the worst of the excesses. 

The difficulties/unrest were not just restricted to the public 

sector, the private sector was also on a collision course as 

workers and unions attempted to secure pay rises to reduce 

the effect of high inflation. 

An attempt to impose a cap on pay rises at 5% on public 

sector workers, in the hope of setting an example to the 

private sector, unleashed industrial action throughout 

Britain.  

The period saw strikes and walkouts which were in all 

probability exaggerated by the press and the media but in 

parts of the country; refuse was not being collected and in 

some areas even the gravediggers went on strike. Ancillary 

workers formed picket lines to blockade hospitals and in 

some instances only emergency cases were able to gain 

admission. 

It appeared that the government was losing the confidence 

of the electorate and the levels of industrial unrest certainly 

exacerbated it. While we are feeling the effects of inflation 

today – in 1974 it was 16%, 25% the following year, and for 

the next two years inflation was measured at 16.5% and 

15.8%. The introduction of the measures demanded by the 



International Monetary Fund saw a drop in 1978 to 8.3% but 

1979 saw a return to double digits of 13.4%. Although 

inflation is now measured differently these are jaw dropping 

figures which had a major impact on household expenditure. 

The above was the backdrop to the 18 years of Tory 

government which followed and the climate created which 

ultimately led to the demise of A H McIntosh. Most 

assuredly, the costs of the move to Mitchelson, its 

subsequent extension, the purchase of Beithcraft and the 

business downturn placed a huge financial burden on the 

business. Exports, in almost the blink of an eye, had all but 

disappeared although Ireland remained a solid market. At 

home, as now, people were wrestling with everyday costs 

and purchasing new furniture was low on the list of priorities. 

Was the company unlucky or did they not look far enough 

ahead? It was certainly a time of trauma for much of British 

industry. Raw materials, which were mainly the prime 

requisite of wood, were significantly more expensive to 

import. On the other side of the coin, cheap imported 

furniture was now flooding the country. While there was still 

a demand for quality furniture it was no longer at levels 

which could sustain the business as it stood. By 1982 

Beithcraft was in trouble and such was the drop in demand 

that A H McIntosh had no need for this additional plant to 

fulfil orders. The order book was now under complete control 

but for the wrong reason. It was not that the capacity was 



now there to fulfil orders timeously – it was that there were 

insufficient orders to create control issues! There was a 

credit squeeze and the issue of cheap imported foreign 

furniture together with the historical costs outlined above 

put pressure on the company’s cash flow.  

Mitchelson by May of 1981 was in the red and the result was 

the loss of 40 posts at Mitchelston. Beithcraft had seen its 

workforce reduce, had few orders and not surprisingly it was 

put up for sale. No buyer was found and in July 1982 the 

factory was closed. The workforce at the time of Beithcraft’s 

closure was down to 34. 

By October of 1982 a loan was secured from Fife Regional 

Council of £250,000 which was to be interest free for two 

years. At this stage Bob Adams retired/semi retired. It must 

have been a difficult period for him being Chairman of 

Beithcraft and Managing Director of A.H. McIntosh when 

both the purchase of Beithcraft and the extension at 

Mitchelson were sanctioned. 

 It is difficult to determine who were the individual/group of 

individuals responsible for calculating the necessary sums 

required, but the loan was insufficient and given that further 

funding of between £700,000 and £900,000 was required to 

keep the business afloat - insufficient is an understatement. 

It is rather obvious from the above that this once profit 

making concern which had been in existence for 113 years 

was virtually bankrupt. A package was put together from 



three sources. The Royal Bank of Scotland provided a loan of 

£250.000 with the Scottish Development Agency matching 

that sum. A further £150,000 was forthcoming from The 

Industrial, Commercial and Financial Trading Company Ltd 

(The McIntosh Story). The only firm of this name which could 

be traced was London based and had been dissolved in 2003. 

Kirkcaldy District Council produced a loan of £25,000 with no 

repayments or interest charged during the first five years.  

The money had been raised but not the markets – they 

simply failed to pick up. Imports of raw materials were costly 

as the value of the pound fell and now imported furniture in 

which chipboard was used further ate away at the market. 

The introduction of flat pack bargain priced furniture again 

eroded the demand for quality furniture. 

There were loans to service – ongoing costs to meet and all 

against a lethargic market which was now limited to the 

United Kingdom. Huge losses loomed and in November 1984 

the inevitable happened – the receivers were called in. At 

that stage Ronald Parker resigned as Chairman having, as in 

the case of Bob Adams, seen the Beithcraft purchase and the 

Mitchelson extension happen on his watch. In fairness, given 

that he only joined the firm in 1976 the Beithcraft deal would 

in all likelihood been a long way down the road. Kenneth 

Campbell, who had replaced Bob Adams as Managing 

Director followed likewise.  



A new Managing Director was required 

and it was the Production Director, Bill 

Pinkerton, who succeeded to the post. 

He had joined the company in 1976 and 

was co-opted onto the main board in 

1978. He took over at a very difficult time 

with redundancies and fears over a bleak 

future. It was his task, which was not an 

easy one, to pull the firm round into a 

positive thriving concern. He is attributed as commenting in 

1985 – “We aim to increase our turnover from £5 million to 

£7 million this year and to £10 million in 1986. It was Robert 

Maxwell’s Hollis-Pergamon Group who had bought the ailing 

McIntosh firm and Bill Pinkerton was gone by 1986.  

E.S.A. (Educational Supplies Association) of Stevenage was 

also in the Maxwell stable again via 

Hollis Pergamon. They were a long 

established manufacturer, but 

specialising in furniture for schools, 

colleges and universities. The firm 

could trace their history in the town 

back to 1883 and, rather like 

McIntosh, they had many 

examples of father following 

son into the firm. In World 

War 2, again just like 

McIntosh, they made 



aeroplane wings – for the Mosquito. 

The companies became E.S.A. McIntosh with both factories 

continuing in production. The firm E.S.A.McIntosh 

Ltd was incorporated on the 22nd October 1984. In 

1984 a well known Scottish politician of the time, 

Dr J. Dickson Mabon, had been installed as non-

executive Chairman, presumably by Robert 

Maxwell. Mabon was a Director of Trafalgar House 

at the time which was not a Maxwell Company.  

For clarity, executive directors are internal 

employees of a company. Therefore, they are not 

independent when making their decisions and performing 

administrative duties. Non-executive directors are 

independent external directors who are specifically 

appointed to bring an independent external view. 

Mabon was certainly a well known figure who, after studying 

medicine at Glasgow University, went into politics winning 

the Greenock seat in 1955 and holding it until he lost his seat 

in 1983. This was perhaps not surprising as he had defected 

to the Social Democratic Party in 1981. He unsuccessfully 

contested two Scottish seats for the S.D.P. in 1983 and 1987 

with an attempt to secure a seat in the European Parliament 

in 1984 thrown in. He rejoined the Labour Party in 1991. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

With his experience and profile he would make an attractive 

proposition as Chairman. He was in post from 1984-1990 



and, after Kenneth Campbell resigned, he was joined by Roy 

Bell as Managing Director. In 1986 the firm were not in the 

clear, in fact the clouds were gathering. The firm made an 

approach to the E.E.C. (European Economic Community) for 

financial assistance and secured a grant of £236,500. 

In September of that year 70 workers 

were on short time and then came the 

body blow for the E.S.A. McIntosh group 

when a decision was taken, at almost 

breakneck speed, to close the Stevenage 

factory with the loss of almost 400 jobs. 

There was a suggestion that 120 jobs would be created at 

Mitchelson to partly compensate for the closure. It is very 

doubtful if many, even any, made the switch to Kirkcaldy. 

There was huge upset in Stevenage 

and we have been very fortunate in 

having obtained valuable assistance 

from the staff at Stevenage Museum. 

They kindly provided clippings from 

newspaper articles of the time and 

photographs of the factories. The 

firm had suffered two major fires in their time and the 

photograph shows the original and the replacement – which 

of course came to a devastating end. While there had been 

suggestions that the closure would be fought, ultimately it 

was decided to accept redundancy. The little cuttings 



demonstrate the pain and the helplessness created. 

Therefore, in one fell swoop, one half of E.S.A. McIntosh’s 

production plants were no more! 

In 1988 it appears that there was another large extension at 

Mitchelston to provide a huge storage space for incoming 

raw materials along with an extension to the assembly area. 

Is the question “why” appropriate? 

In that same year 50 workers were made redundant and 

there were fears for the remaining workforce of 280. As Ann 

Watters wrote – “with the firm again hanging by a thread” 

times were again desperate. 

The company was saved by a management buyout by five 

people. Roy Bell was the major shareholder and he was 

joined by Adrian Crossley, Michael Bodman, Michael Flinders 

and Willie McColl. Interestingly, all five had originally been 

with E.S.A. Mabon resigned in 1990 with Roy Bell taking over 

as Chairman and also retaining the post of Managing Director 

until 1994. In that year he handed over the latter position to 

Willie McColl.  

The company was now free of the Maxwell Empire and were 

now, as they had been for much of their history, – 

independent. 

There were now two sides to the work of the independent 

firm. One was the traditional domestic work in furniture 

while the other was educational and other contract work 



which had been the original workload of E.S.A. Work was 

again being  done in schools, hospitals and colleges. 

Hopes were high that the worst was past but sadly this was 

not the case and the company was ultimately dissolved in 

February 2019. A search of the records revealed that E.S.A. 

McIntosh Ltd had upwards of 40 different directors between 

incorporation and dissolution – hardly smacking of stability! 

E.S.A. McIntosh Ltd was eventually bought over by Havelock 

Europa but in 2018 it was again in difficulties and went into 

administration with 320 jobs at risk. 

It was bought out of administration and traded as Havelock 

International until in August 2019 it was once again failing 

and went into administration with the loss of 300 jobs. It was 

certainly headline news with the BBC giving considerable 

screen time to the development.  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-edinburgh-east-

fife-49191209 

It was never the intention to take this story much past the 

original calling in of the receivers in 1984 – which was the 

end of McIntosh as the townspeople knew it for over a 

century. However, it gives a glimpse of the post 1984 period. 

No matter how it is dressed up Kirkcaldy lost one of its most 

famous and innovative industries which had produced 

generations of craftsmen. Could it have been any different – 



possibly, but the way going of other large established 

furniture manufacturers suggests otherwise. 

As laymen, the team have to ask why Beithcraft was bought – 

why was work simply not sub-contracted to them? Were the 

extensions necessary? There really is no one to ask and so we 

have to take comfort in the fact that McIntosh furniture is 

still highly prized and in great demand – the work of the 

founder – the management – the designers and the 

workforce has stood the test of time. 
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