
           The Freedom Come A’ Ye 

    Kirkcaldy’s Highest Civic Honour 

 

What is the Freedom of the Burgh, what is its purpose, and who has 

received the honour? For an explanation, we will travel back seventy 

five years, when Provost Wilson was hosting a ceremony to bestow 

the award and covered the question in his opening remarks. 

 It is wise at this stage to clarify that a burgess 

is/was a native of the burgh, or a non-native 

who has qualified as one by fulfilling certain 

conditions. It is therefore Kirkcaldy burgh 

centric. The Freedom of the Burgh can be 

granted to individuals who have no 

connection with the Town, but have the 

honour bestowed upon them in recognition of their achievements or 

services. Provost Wilson in many instances was speaking historically 

about burgesses, rather than the small number of ‘Freedoms’ which 

have been granted since 1843.  

“It is difficult in 1946 to get a clear grasp of what precisely we are 

doing, and to appreciate the honour and esteem in which the honour 

is held. Let me try and explain:- 

To get back to its inception we must recall the burgh as it existed, 

say, 100 to 200 years ago. It would be well defined in area, and its 

limits would be well defined by the actual geographic boundaries. 

Inside these boundaries lived the citizens, or burghers, as they would 

be called in those far-off days. Life was hard, and the struggle for 

existence was a very serious matter. A measure of protection was in 

practice. 



The tradesmen, the craftsmen, the merchant, each carried on his 

calling within the defined boundaries and the literally could not 

afford any inroad by unauthorised persons within the sphere of their 

respective operations. Consequently the right to make, to brew, to 

bake and to sell within the burgh was very zealously guarded. It was 

a distinct privilege to be allowed to trade in the burgh, and the 

voucher for such was the grant of the freedom. The ordinary man 

would earn the freedom by some recognised method, by birth, by 

apprenticeship, by heirship to a burgess, by marriage to the daughter 

of a burgess, it might even be by purchase or by a reward for 

services. 

Probably the aspirant to the freedom would be examined by those in 

authority to see if he had the necessary qualifications and 

experience, and was otherwise suitable for admission. 

We see then that to acquire the freedom of the burgh was a prize 

well worth obtaining. It meant food and clothing for the burgher, his 

wife and family. It meant shelter and security, for as well as rights 

there existed also duties – communal duties to be performed. It was 

necessary to guard the gates to see that no illicit person entered who 

might attempt to pilfer the trade of the burgh: to keep an oversight 

of the behaviour of the tradesmen; to see that each was allowed to 

carry on unmolested, and to see that no corrupt tricks were being 

introduced by some of them to the disadvantage of the others; to 

see that all the duties of the burghers were performed timeously and 

well; to see that nothing transpired to interfere with the correct 

conduct of the burgh, and to make certain that the well-being of the 

community was maintained. 

Such is a rudimentary description of the rights on one hand and of 

the duties on the other of those admitted to the Freedom of the 



Burgh. Long before today these rights and duties have disappeared. 

Nevertheless, the change of circumstances and the march of the 

years have done nothing to detract from the ancient respect and 

veneration with which the Freedom is bestowed and accepted. 

It is the highest compliment a burgh can pay to those on whom it is 

conferred. It is only given to those who, after being tested in the fire 

of community service, have earned the respect, appreciation and 

gratitude of their fellow-men. 

One would expect that the freedom, in the circumstances I have 

attempted to portray, has throughout the years been very closely 

guarded and only conferred when services were outstanding and 

conspicuous. 

Kirkcaldy had the habit of conferring the Freedom on its Councillors 

and Magistrates, but that practice has wisely fallen into desuetude. 

Apart, however, from these – which I might call automatic freedoms 

– this burgh has conferred not even 20 freedoms in the last 150 

years.” 

The Provost then read out a list of the Hon. Burgesses in their order. 

This list will not be replicated at this stage as there is little merit in 

unnecessary duplication. Rather we will examine each recipient in 

turn, to establish when and why the honour was bestowed. 

The Provost then concluded his introductory remarks with:- 

“Our Hon. Burgesses of the past were well and carefully chosen, and 

our two new Burgesses find themselves in goodly company.” The 

two new entrants were Joseph Westwood, Secretary of State for 

Scotland and Sir Michael Nairn, Bart. Again we will return to these 

gentlemen later in this narrative. 



The above should have completed the 

background – but nothing is ever easy or 

straightforward in Kirkcaldy. The following 

week a letter was sent to the Fife Free Press 

by William Brown of Commercial Street. This 

letter indicated that nine men, including his 

uncle Andrew T. Wilson had received the 

“Freedom” for having volunteered to go to 

the South African War (Boer War 1899- 

1902).  

We have researched the facts and indeed nine men were granted the 

Freedom of the Burgh in January 1900. Provost Hutchison returned 

to the Adam Smith Hall, where he had chaired the opening ceremony 

the previous October (see object 11). On the 20th of January three 

members of “K” Company, 6th Volunteer Battalion Royal Highlanders, 

who had volunteered to serve in South Africa, were indeed honoured 

in this fashion. There was a large turnout of volunteers, while the 

Town Council and other citizens were well represented. Loud and 

continued cheering greeted the three members of the company-Jas. 

Thomson, Francis O’Brien and Wm. Bain – as they stepped forward 

to the platform to receive their honour. The three received their 

individual Burgess Ticket, and signed their name in the book which 

recorded the names of those granted this accolade. Provost 

Hutchison made mention of his pleasure in being present as he 

himself had been a volunteer in his youth. 

The above only accounted for three recipients, but Mr Brown was 

quite correct with his arithmetic. On Monday the 30th January, 

another event was held – this time within the Town Hall. The 

purpose of this event was to honour the remainder of the local men 

who had been accepted for service at the front with the freedom of 



the burgh. “The Provost presided, while there was also present the 

Magistrates, the Council and other friends and townsmen. The men 

who inscribed their names on the roll of burgesses were Cyclist 

Harcus and Private Inglis, of the “K” company 6th V.B. Royal 

Highlanders, and Troopers J. Todd, Alf A. Graham, James Bell and 

Andrew T. Wilson of the Fife Light Horse Yeomanry. The troopers 

were dressed in khaki uniform while the Black Watch wore scarlet 

tunics”.  

The team were rather surprised by the fact that normally such an 

accolade is presented after the doing of deeds or giving service. This 

was rather different as the honour was bestowed in advance. 

However, the Provost was ready for dissenting voices with:- 

“He was certain of this, when he considered what these men were 

doing, when they considered they were giving up their situations, 

leaving their friends and their homes, and very likely for some, their 

sweethearts – he would assure them that they saw before them men 

who were sacrificing a very great deal – and who deserved all the 

support they could give them. 

It has been said that the freedom of the burgh had only been 

presented to those who had done something in some way or another 

to bring them before the Country. But if they thought for a moment, 

and considered the dangers these men were now likely and willingly 

to undergo for their Queen and Country, and while it was fervently 

hoped that they would return again to their homes, 

still they knew very well the great risks they were 

undertaking, and it was just possible some of them 

might never return, and they should then feel that 

they had done them an injustice by not doing them 

the honour they were now bestowing”.  Each man 



also received two sovereigns from the Council.  

This was one of the first opportunities for volunteers to fight 

alongside the regular army. Volunteers had to do exactly that – 

volunteer for service in South Africa. They then went to Edinburgh to 

be assessed, and if successful undergo a medical. Not everyone was 

accepted. We have been able to ascertain that the initial three left 

Kirkcaldy on the 22nd January for their final training:- “A guard of 

honour, under the command of Captain Ferguson and Lieutenant 

McConnochie, was formed at the barracks, when the company, 

headed by two pipers, marched to the station. Here a large crowd 

was assembled, and joined in the singing of “For they are jolly good 

fellows,” the train leaving amid great cheering” (St. Andrews Citizen 

27Th January). 

The granting of the freedom of the burgh for volunteers was not 

exclusive to Kirkcaldy. Even the most casual glance at the report in 

the Scotsman of the 18th January on the Kirkcaldy event, disclosed 

that the same honours were being presented in other towns and 

cities the length and breadth of Scotland. One page alone made 

mention of Dingwall, Dundee and Aberdeen honouring those leaving 

for South Africa.  The feeling in each was that this was the highest 

honour the civic fathers could bestow. 

 We have to travel further back, as far as 1882, to add a little more 

detail on the method of recording those who had the honour 

conferred upon them. This was the occasion when Provost Swan 

bestowed the freedom on Sir Sandford Fleming. A strange thing here 

is that Fleming’s name had been omitted from 1946 list. Was that an 

omission/error by the Provost, or the Press? Whatever the truth, no 

one appears to have challenged this glaring omission. It perhaps says 



more about the haphazard way the Council granted the honour over 

the years than anything else.  

This comment is borne out in the remarks 

made by Provost Swan – “in enrolling Mr 

Fleming as a burgess of the burgh today, we 

will require to call upon him to subscribe his 

name in this old book, which commences in 

1810. But Mr Spears (Town Clerk) tells me 

there is an older book. In former days the 

magistrates, whenever they caught a great 

man passing through the town, used to meet 

him and present him with the freedom of the burgh. No one’s name, 

however has been added to it of late years” 

We learn that at one stage that only the Council minutes disclosed 

those who had been elected burgesses. However we know that after 

1810 a Burgess Roll was maintained. As already suggested by Provost 

Swan the method of granting burgess status was haphazard and 

almost the equivalent of autograph hunting when “a great man” 

appeared in the town. On top of that every, provost, magistrate and 

councillor ended up as a burgess. 

This led to a tsunami of names appearing on the roll – between 1810 

and 1830 – 171 burgesses were admitted, with 23 being admitted in 

1815 alone. Amongst the 23 was Sir John Oswald of Dunnikier. These 

names from nearly two hundred years ago still have a ring of 

familiarity about them – Aytoun, Fergus, Lockhart, Nairn, Bryce, 

Sang, Spears, Heggie, Beveridge, Stocks, St.Clair-Erskine and 

McIntosh to name but a few. 



In June 1962, a Mr D. Chapman gave a talk to the Rotary Club of 

Kirkcaldy, and indicated that since 1810 - ‘468 people had been 

admitted as Burgesses since 1862’. 

Records disclose that the last three people to be admitted as 

Burgesses were Michael Nicol, a writer, John D. Swanson, an 

architect, and Andrew Beveridge, an ironmonger. The reason for 

their admittance is quite clear – all three had been elected as 

Councillors for the first time – meaning an automatic admission. 

Nicol (1st Ward) lived in West Fergus Place, Swanson (2nd Ward) in 

Bennochy Terrace and Beveridge (3rd Ward) in Loughborough Road. 

Swanson was the last of these automatic burgesses to pass away. He 

was an eminent architect with a significant body of work. He 

deserves, and will receive, a little more attention later in the 

narrative. 

The day of the Burgess had gone, and what had been an important 

and serious aspect designed to protect trading rights had become, 

what in reality, was no more than a ceremonial title. It was granted 

without fuss or ceremony – simply by the signing of a book. Even the 

granting of burgess status to Sir John Oswald in 1815 did not merit a 

mention in the newspapers of the day. The last we hear of the 

phrase in connection with Kirkcaldy, is in 1961, when the Town 

Council granted Honorary Burgess status to Ex-Provost James Young 

and Baillie John Cook – both long serving members of the Council.  

So it was no longer necessary to join a guild of craftsmen or 

merchants to gain a burgess ticket to trade in the Town. The rolls as 

well as conferring the right to trade also signified a right to vote in 

local elections. After reforms in 1884, burgess rolls and electoral rolls 

became indistinct from each other. The burgess system ceased in 



1975, with the reform of local government meaning the end of 

Kirkcaldy Town Council. 

The freedom of the burgh is an altogether different animal. It was 

reserved for people of moment, people on the national stage and 

even, the international stage. It was unnecessary to be connected to 

Kirkcaldy – it was recognition by Kirkcaldy of a person’s contribution 

to society far beyond its boundaries. On almost every occasion, it 

was a planned ceremonial, in front of an audience, and recognised by 

the presentation of a scroll outlining the reasons for the award. 

Invariably a banquet formed part of the ceremony. In short it was an 

event. 

This is perhaps best demonstrated by the award to Messrs Wright 

and Cook in 1961. Their contributions, important and lengthy as they 

were, related to Kirkcaldy, and not to the wider world. For this 

reason Honorary Burgess was conferred. The granting of the 

freedom of the burgh to Sir Michael Nairn for example was as a 

result of both he and the firm being of international standing. When 

Provosts Hutchison and Swan spoke of time long gone, it would 

probably have been more appropriate to use freeman rather than 

freedom of the burgh. 

Kirkcaldy was certainly not given to granting the award like confetti – 

rather the opposite. The town was almost miserly with bestowing 

the award. 

 The time has come to look at the individuals who merited / justified 

the “highest honour the Council can award” and what prompted 

each award. We will also look at an individual who was offered the 

accolade, but refused to accept it. 

 



                        1843 - Richard Cobden 

The first recognised recipient was Richard Cobden, a name 

synonymous with the repeal of the Corn Laws.  

The Corn Laws had been introduced in 

1815. They were designed to increase 

the cost of importing cereals into the 

country by applying swingeing taxes. The 

intention was to protect producers at 

home. It became almost impossible to 

import cereals due to what were 

extremely high taxes. From 1815 until 

1826 there was initially a price below 

which corn could not be imported, then a fixed rate of taxation, 

followed thereafter by the introduction of a sliding scale which made 

only a marginal difference. 

By raising the cost of imports, landowners were the beneficiaries by 

the reduction in competition. The theory of supply and demand was 

seen at work, with reduced supply causing the price of food to rise. 

This was against a backdrop of factory owners already trying to 

reduce wages. The Corn Laws were extremely unpopular in urban 

areas, but popular with landowners. Taxes were kept in place, even 

when food was in short supply leading to genuine resentment.  

The belief was that by preventing imports it would mean 

maintaining/increasing employment on the land.  Hopefully by using 

more efficient systems to improve the yield would keep the country 

self sufficient. In general therefore the laws were supported in the 

countryside. 



In urban areas the high cost of food was acutely felt as lower 

disposable incomes meant less to spend on goods and services.  

These highly unpopular laws led to what can be described as a 

crusade for their abolition, and in 1838 the Anti-Corn Law League 

was founded in Manchester. The league had a number of leaders, 

but amongst them were two men perceived as the principal movers. 

Richard Cobden was born in 1804. He began his working life as a 

commercial traveller. This allowed him to see at first hand the 

depredation and difficulties faced by the working class, especially in 

terms of the cost of food. Cobden became the co-owner of a 

successful calico printing company. As the firm grew he started 

taking an interest in politics, initially by writing columns for the 

Manchester Times under the pen-name Libra. He sat in Parliament 

for Stockport between 1841 and 1847, and the West Riding of 

Yorkshire between 1847-48 and 1852-1857. 

John Bright was born in 1811 and was a Member of Parliament from 

1843, until his death in 1889. He was widely regarded as the greatest 

orator of his day. 

There can be little doubt that the League’s ability to create 

enthusiasm and support led to it becoming recognised as one of, if 

not the most successful single-issue pressure 

groups of the 19th century. Cobden and Bright 

toured the Country speaking against the laws 

and encouraging their abolition. Cobden was 

the strategist while Bright was the powerful 

voice of the movement 

The agitation and relentless attacks on the Corn 

Laws led to their eventual abolition in 1846. 



Douglas A. Chepoliev states in his book – “The Economic 

Consequences of Sir Robert Peel” that the abolition benefitted the 

bottom 90% of income earners, while causing losses for the top 10% 

of income earners. 

An unfortunate consequence was that much agricultural land was no 

longer cultivated, as cheaper imports reduced demand from the 

home producers. Some argue that reliance on imports led to the 

food shortages during World War 1 through ‘U boat’ activity. 

Cobden through time visited France, Spain, Italy, Germany and 

Russia, being honoured in each. He was also an ardent peace 

campaigner, believing that free trade went hand in hand with 

countries respecting each other and finding peaceful solutions to 

international problems.  

 

 On the 14th January 1843, Provost Swan called a special meeting of 

the Council. The purpose was to deal with a resolution which had 

been sent to him asking that the freedom of the burgh be conferred 

upon Richard Cobden, M.P. for his distinguished conduct in pursuit of 

free trade. Treasurer Anderson and Councillor A.D. Ferrier proposed 

the motion, but Councillors Beveridge and Malcolm objected. They 

were of the opinion that politics should be excluded from the award, 

and it was dangerous to set a precedent. After a debate, the motion 

was carried, and the Burgess Ticket was to be prepared in the usual 

form by the Town Clerk. It was agreed that Provost Swan should 

present the freedom to Richard Cobden in the name of the burgh. 

This was done on the 16th January 1843. 

Recalling the event nearly 40 years later, Provost Swan recollected 

that “Richard Cobden, the great apostle of free trade, addressed a 



meeting in Bethelfield Church, of which I was 

chairman, as far back as 1843. The meeting was a 

large one, and was attended by Mr Bright, who 

accompanied Mr Cobden through the Country, 

stirring up people against the obnoxious Corn 

Laws.  The name of Mr Bright, who has since then 

has become so famous, might also have been 

enrolled, but being of the Society of Friends, he 

would not, I would presume, have felt himself in a position to accept 

burgess responsibilities. 

So, was this an example of the Town Council greeting a great man 

with the Burgess Roll, or was it the town’s first planned freedom? 

Very probably the latter, as “Richard Cobden’s Collection of Letters 

1815-47” disclose Provost Swan corresponding with Cobden in 

regard to bestowing the award. 

The radical family tradition carried on and was maintained by his 

daughters.  Annie Cobden-Sanderson was one of the first 

suffragettes to go to prison in London between the 1st and 23rd 

November 1906. The fact that Richard Cobden’s daughter was in 

Holloway made the headlines and sent a frisson through the Liberal 

Party. 

 

. 

                 1859- Sir William Vernon Harcourt 

If it is accepted that the above was a planned freedom, then we are 

back to “autograph collecting” in the case of Harcourt. In time it can 

be seen that this gentleman did indeed stride the national stage, but 

there could be little obvious reason for the granting of the accolade 

in 1859.  The 38 year old Harcourt came to Kirkcaldy to try and win 



the parliamentary seat. To achieve this aim, he would have to defeat 

the sitting member, Colonel Ferguson of Raith, in the May election.  

 On the morning nominations closed, each 

candidate addressed the crowd from a podium 

which had been erected in front of the Town 

House.  

Harcourt’s opening gambit was – “the great 

imputation which has been cast on me since I 

arrived in this place, was, that I stood here as a 

stranger. I hope that reproach is now removed, 

as I hold in my hand an extract from the burgess roll, by which this 

morning I have been created a burgess of the burgh of Kirkcaldy” 

(Fife Herald 5th May 1859) 

So how did this happen?  Harcourt had earlier tried to find a seat in 

Stirling, but when unsuccessful came to Kirkcaldy. What gained 

Harcourt a nomination in Kirkcaldy was unquestionably his power of 

oratory. The steady old Whigs would certainly vote against him, but 

the more persuadable were carried away by his eloquence. 

 The constant attack on Harcourt by Ferguson’s supporters was that 

he had simply appeared here, had no knowledge of the people or 

their issues. Ferguson’s supporters pointed to a man whose roots 

sank deep in the local area and had been the member for the past 17 

years. 

As already mentioned, it was the custom in those days to receive 

new citizens in an easy and casual way. The Magistrates could do it 

of their own violation when they thought it right, and the process 

consisted simply of the inscription of the name in the town register. 

Now, it appears that among Mr Harcourt’s supporters were two 



bailies, and at the supreme moment, these gentlemen entered the 

Council Chamber, and by a scrape of their pens made the candidate 

one of their own. The advantage was apparent immediately, for 

Harcourt at once went to the hustings, and, holding up his burgess 

ticket, proclaimed he was no longer a stranger, 

but a citizen of Kirkcaldy itself. 

Ferguson had won the seat in a by-election in 

1841, and had been returned unopposed at the 

next four elections. In 1859, he just held on to 

defeat Harcourt by 18 votes (312 against 294. Of 

the 777 entitled to vote 606 did). Ferguson 

resigned his seat in 1862 and in 1864 inherited 

the baronies of Novar in Ross-Shire and Muirton 

in Morayshire – conditional on his taking the 

additional name Munro. 

How did an unknown come so close to unseating a notable local 

figure? The answer is quite simple, and is explained by the following 

press reports. 

The Evening Mail of the 15th April had carried a report which must 

have given concern to the sitting member – “at a meeting of the 

electors of Kirkcaldy on the 12th April, it was resolved that, owning to 

Colonel Ferguson’s inattention to his Parliamentary duties, a change 

in their representative was indispensable. Mr William Vernon 

Harcourt has offered himself also on Liberal principles”.  

The North Briton of the 20th April had also set the scene for the 

contest with:- “in the Kirkcaldy Burghs, Colonel Ferguson, who has 

for a number of years enjoyed the honour of representing them, is 

evidently about to be ousted because he couldn’t be bothered with 

the interests of his constituents, and merely held the distinction of 



“M.P.” as an honorary title. Mr William Vernon Harcourt, one of 

ablest political writers of the day, and a valued contributor to the 

Saturday Review has come forward to contest the election with the 

Colonel and with excellent prospects for success”. 

The Inverness Advertiser and Ross-shire Chronicle of the 26th April 

1859 chronicled the past efforts of Colonel Ferguson. The article was 

a swipe at their own Member of Parliament and his poor attendance, 

but they conceded that even he could not touch Ferguson for inertia. 

The article noted “neglect of parliamentary duties has generally been 

regarded as one of the gravest faults of a member.  In this respect 

Colonel Ferguson, whatever other merits he may have, stands alone. 

There is no one who approaches his inattention to his duties as a 

legislator”. The article went on to say that their own representative 

in the past parliamentary year had been present at only 15 divisions 

from a possible 185. However Ferguson was even poorer with 14 

attendances! 

 While winning the day, the victory was not popular with many, and 

Ferguson had to be barricaded in the George Hotel as a crowd of 

200/300 demonstrated outside. They only dispersed when it was 

learned that he had left secretly. 

Eventually Harcourt entered Parliament as the Liberal member for 

Oxford in 1868. In 1873 he was both appointed as Solicitor General 

as well as being knighted. He was appointed twice as both Home 

Secretary and Chancellor of the Exchequer. When the Liberals lost 

power, he served as leader of the opposition between October 1896 

and December 1898, and died in 1904. 

There can be no question that Harcourt made his mark on the town. 

In January of the following year, he returned to Kirkcaldy to receive 

testimonials to reflect his conduct and performance in the election. 



The function was held in the Corn Exchange. The franchised electors 

presented him with an epergne (table centrepiece), with the non- 

franchised townspeople giving a silver claret jug. Ladies and 

Gentlemen numbering 1500 witnessed the presentations. 

Although Harcourt had a connection with Kirkcaldy as a 

parliamentary candidate, and it has to be admitted that he did go on 

to have a significant political career, was there justification for the 

award in 1859?   

Harcourt Road has been named in his honour.  

 

                         1882 - Sir Sandford Fleming 

Sandford Fleming was born in Glasswork 

Street, Kirkcaldy in 1827 to Andrew and 

Elizabeth Fleming. It is believed he was born 

in “Shirra Ha”, which was the former home of 

the eccentric minister Robert Shirra. On 

leaving school at 14, he was apprenticed as a 

surveyor to John Sang, a well known local 

civil engineer. Sang had a substantial body of 

work to his credit, and his 1887 obituary 

makes mention of Sandford Fleming being 

trained by him. It was Sang who designed and 

supervised Kirkcaldy’s supply of fresh water from the Lothrie 

Reservoir in the Lomond hills. 

 In 1845 Fleming, along with his elder brother, David emigrated to 

Canada. After much travelling through the provinces, the brothers 

settled in Peterborough in 1847. Two years later, Fleming qualified as 

a surveyor. 



 In 1851 he designed the “Threepenny Beaver” 

which was Canada’s first postage stamp. 

His surveying work with ‘Northern Railway of 

Canada’ led to his appointment as their Chief Engineer in 1855. Here 

he advocated the construction of bridges using iron rather than 

wood. Although controversial at the time, its resistance to fire saw it 

eventually being adopted throughout the Country. 

Fleming was involved in surveying many proposed railway routes, 

most particularly in 1863, when he was appointed Chief Government 

Surveyor of Nova Scotia. On being asked to construct a line between 

Truro and Picton, he refused to accept any of the tenders, believing 

them to be too high. He was persuaded to bid himself, won the 

contract, and finished the line in 1867, with both savings for the 

government and a profit for himself. 

In 1871, he was charged by the ‘Canadian-Pacific Railway’ with 

finding and surveying a practical route for a connection between 

Eastern Canada and British Columbia. This included having to find a 

way through the Rocky Mountains.  By 1880, although working with 

a small team, 600 miles had been completed. However, that year, a 

change of government saw the project placed into private hands 

with Fleming being dismissed, albeit with a $30,000 payoff.  

The loss of that project led directly to Fleming retiring from 

surveying, and taking up the position of Chancellor of “Queen’s 

University” in Kingston, Ontario. He held this position for 35 years 

until his death in 1915.  

A honourary degree of Doctor of Laws was conferred by the 

University of St. Andrews on Sandford Fleming, C.E., C.M.G., 



Chancellor of Queen’s University, Toronto. (Fife Free Press 16th 

February 1884) 

Fleming is possibly best known 

as the inventor of worldwide 

standard time. Legend has it, 

that the spark of 

inspiration/genius came from 

missing a train when travelling 

in Ireland in 1876. Apparently the printed timetable showed p.m. 

instead of a.m. His proposal was a single 24 hour clock divided into 

24 time zones – marked A-Y (‘J’ was the letter excluded) with it 

eventually being linked to the anti-meridian at Greenwich (180 

degrees). 

The Kirkcaldy Times of 6th August 

1870 reported that:-“Mr Sandford 

Fleming advocates in a paper to the 

Canadian Institute at Montreal, the 

establishment of a primary meridian 

at Behring’s Straight, to be followed 

by subordinate lines an hour apart all 

around the globe, these to be 

standards for local time everywhere, 

and thus obviate the confusion which at present exists and increases 

the more that steamships and railways are extended”. 

A devoted family man, Fleming 

had 9 children, his eldest son 

accompanying him on many of 

his surveying trips. 

Fleming frequently returned to 



the town of his birth, and was often the provider of medals and 

prizes  to his former school. In October 1874 we find the School 

Board being advised in a letter that :-“ I am authorised by Sandford 

Fleming Esq., engineer in chief of the Canadian, Pacific and Inter-

Colonial Railways, in addition to, 

and in continuation of, what he 

has already done, to offer for 

competition to the pupils 

attending the Burgh School of 

Kirkcaldy, at the close of each 

session for the next five years from this date, a gold medal for the 

best classical scholar, a silver medal for the best English scholar, and 

£5 together with a bronze medal for the best mathematical scholar 

of his or her years. The medals by order of Mr Fleming will be 

furnished by James Black, of the firm of Messrs J & T Black, 

watchmakers and jewellers of Kirkcaldy and the whole provided for 

by James Whyte, Esq., of the National Bank of Scotland.” The letter 

was signed by John Lockhart and dated 9th September 1874. (Fife 

Free Press, 3rd October 1874). 

Fleming was knighted by Queen Victoria in 1897 as part of her 

diamond jubilee celebrations. 

In 1908 he offered 95 acres of land to provide a public park for the 

people of Halifax. 

Two sets of postage stamps featuring Fleming have been issued in 

Canada, one during 1977 and the other in 2002. Canada has named 

mountains, schools, parks, public buildings and academies after Sir 

Sandford – an example not followed by the town of his birth. 

 



The Freedom was bestowed in the Council Chambers on the 13th 

November 1882 at 3.00pm. This was a completely different function 

from those which had gone before. It was planned – albeit in haste, 

with the intention recorded in the council minutes. It was also 

celebrated with a banquet of wine, cake and fruit as part of the 

proceedings. The banquet table was described as being in “the usual 

good style of “The George” and ran the whole length of the room 

with a cross table at the east end. 

 There was also a large audience of local dignitaries, along with the 

bailies and councillors of the burgh. The last such award had been 

made twenty-three years previously. The major variation from the 

previous two recipients is that Fleming, although making his name 

abroad, had been born in the town in 1827. Provost Swan was in the 

chair, overlooked by the massive portrait of himself.  He had also 

been provost 39 years previously, when Richard Cobden had been 

the first recipient.  

The decision to award had only been taken the previous Friday at a 

special meeting of the council. The Provost indicated both then and 

during the ceremony that – “Mr Fleming was visiting here for a few 

days, and he thought it would be desirable to show the council’s 

appreciation of the eminent position Mr Fleming holds as a civil 

engineer, a literary and scientific man, by presenting him with the 

freedom of the burgh”. 

The decision was unanimous and the Town Clerk was instructed to 

make arrangements and invite Mr Fleming. 

The function opened with an introduction by Provost Swan. John 

Sang was also an invited guest, sitting at the top table.  The Provost 

mentioned that long ago, council meetings opened with a prayer, 

and that this would be resurrected for today’s function. Following 



the Rev.Baxter’s prayer, the Town Clerk read out the contents of the 

burgess ticket, Provost Swan then made the presentation of the 

scroll. However he had to concede that due to time constraints, the 

presentation document was a substitute, and that the completed 

and decorated scroll would follow in due course. 

Mr Fleming in his acceptance speech made mention of Kirkcaldy’s 

history and named several famous townsfolk. He made special 

mention of John Sang, and also paid a handsome tribute to Provost 

Swan. 

He went on to reminisce and recollect the town when he was a boy, 

comparing it to what it was now. It had been a town which centred 

on the harbour and a number of cottage industries. Now it had 

grown to be a “great industrial centre, with scores of tall factory 

stalks, belching forth smoke, and ponderous 

steam engines superseding the few windmills 

which existed at the time Carlyle taught in the 

Burgh School. In place of the nailers of Pathhead 

and the weavers of Links and Sinclairtown we see 

hosts of mechanical engineers, thousands of 

spindles and steam looms.” 

He also commented on “an edifice of great 

dimensions I have now seen for the first time. It forms a conspicuous 

landmark in an elevated position in the centre of the burgh – it could 

well be called the cathedral of St. Brycedale” 

Fleming, although long in Canada paid the town a fine compliment:- 

“any little success I have achieved in the country where my lot was 

cast, is due wholly to the rich inheritance I received here, to the 

principles of truth, and honour, and uprightness which were 

implanted in the home of my boyhood. To those who conducted my 



early training, and moulded my character in the Lang Toun, I give full 

credit for all!” 

“In the long years I spent away from you I have always cherished the 

wish to maintain a link of connection with the dear old place which 

gave me birth. Only those who have lived and wandered in other 

climes can feel as I do with regard to the scenes of my boyhood. 

All Kirkcaldy men in distant lands delight in bringing up pleasant 

associations connected with the many points of interest the Lang 

Toun. The sea and the sands, the rugged rocks along the coast – at 

one time kissed by the gentle ripple, at another lashed by angry 

waves. The old castles 

inhabited by Knights of old. 

The names of such places as 

Raith and Ravenscraig, 

Seafield and Abbotshall, 

Dunnikier, Wemyss, 

Kennoway, Largo, Balwearie and a hundred other places have an 

indescribable charm to the natives of the Lang Toun who have been 

long absent. They all bring back the happy rambling days of youth. 

He who left a youth and now stands before you has never ceased to 

dream of all the many places of natural beauty and legendary 

interest in this neighbourhood. It is not surprising, therefore, that he 

should appreciate more than words can tell the golden link of 

connection which you, Provost, Bailies and Town Council have 

forged. 

I accept the freedom of this royal burgh as a token of the kindliest 

feeling and too flattering consideration of my native town”. 



After further toasts the proceedings drew to a close, although Mr 

Fleming was detained for some time by the number of well-wishers 

who wished to speak to him. 

This was a man who clearly cared about the town of his birth, and 

never forgot it. The whole speech demonstrated a passion for 

Kirkcaldy which had never left him. He speaks of a ‘golden 

connection’ which sadly appears to be all one way – from Fleming to 

Kirkcaldy. For a man of such skill, such innovation, such ability with 

such a feeling for Kirkcaldy – the recognition of him by the town of 

his birth is nothing short of disgraceful. Not even having a street 

named after him- not a building, not even a plaque in Glasswork 

Street to his memory certainly speaks volumes. Kirkcaldy has streets 

named after golf courses and highland towns, but cannot name one 

after such a man. 

The more we learn of Sandford Fleming – the more we start to think 

– that if this was the only freedom granted by Kirkcaldy Town Council 

– it would have been enough! 

 

 1889 - The Marquis of Dufferin and Ava 

Fast forwarding seven years, we find Frederick 

Temple Blackwood who was born in Florence in 

1826. He was born into a family of Anglo-Irish 

Aristocracy. On his father’s side he came from 

Scottish settlers, who had moved to County Down in 

the early 17th century.  He had every advantage and was educated at 

Eton and Christ Church Oxford. 



In 1841, while still at school, on the death of his father, he succeeded 

to the title Baron Dufferin, and in 1849 he was appointed a Lord-in-

Waiting to Queen Victoria. 

He became a public servant, and his first major post was in 1860, as 

the British representative on a commission looking into the causes of 

a civil war in Syria earlier that year. Working alongside 

representatives of France, Russia, Prussia and Turkey, his skills as a 

diplomat were seen and admired. His achievements in Syria were the 

launch-pad for a long and successful political career. 

Dufferin held several important posts at home, including Under-

Secretary of State for India, Under- Secretary of State for War and 

the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster. 

Dufferin took by Royal Licence on the 9th September 1862, the 

additional surname Hamilton. This was shortly before his marriage to 

Harriet Georgina Rowan-Hamilton in October of the same year. 

He was regarded as a natural diplomat, and was appointed Governor 

General of Canada in 1872. This was followed by an appointment as 

Ambassador to Imperial Russia between 1879 and 1881. Then came 

a similar post to the Ottoman Empire during the years 1881-1884. 

Then came the last great diplomatic ambition when Dufferin was 

appointed Viceroy of India between 1884 and 1888. It was on leaving 

India and having been appointed as Ambassador to Italy, that 

Kirkcaldy bestowed its freedom on Dufferin. 

There can be no doubt that Dufferin was recognised as one of the 

foremost diplomats of this time along with being held in very high 

regard in diplomatic circles. These may well be sound enough 

reasons for the award, however, there is a connection which may 

well have cemented the decision of the Council. 



His eldest daughter, Lady Helen Hermione 

Hamilton-Temple-Blackwood had married a 

local man, and a local man of some 

distinction! On the 31st August 1889, Lady 

Helen had married one Ronald C. Munro 

Ferguson, later the first and last Viscount 

Novar. Interestingly, Munro-Ferguson 

became Governor General of Australia. It is 

also rather a coincidence that both the bride and groom had had an 

additional surname added by their fathers. 

The ceremony to mark the bestowal of his honour took place on the 

12th October 1889, in the Corn Exchange.  The 

Fife Free Press devoted many column inches to 

its report, opening with – “Saturday past will long 

hold a place in the annals of the ancient and 

royal burgh of Kirkcaldy, alike in the memory of 

those who now inhabit it, or lay claim to it as 

their native town. The Marquis of Dufferin and 

Ava, K.P., whose brilliant career in his country’s 

service, on the occasion of his visit to his son-in-law, Mr R.C. Munro 

Ferguson, M.P., of Raith became the distinguished guest of the 

municipality, by whom he was presented with the freedom of the 

burgh. The occasion had been looked forward to with ever-increasing 

interest for two to three weeks”. 

We are told that the hall had been very successfully decorated with 

flags and other insignia. Long before the ceremony commenced at 

3.00pm the public had filed in, soon filling both the hall and the 

gallery. Deafening cheers rang out as Provost Beveridge led the 

Marquis and Marchioness to the platform. 



The platform party was considerable in number and comprised of 

most of the famous and important names in the burgh and beyond. 

The Fife Free Press remarked that the “general audience included 

landed and professional gentlemen, manufacturers, shopkeepers, 

etc., and numbering about 1500 was of a most representative 

character. Shortly before three o’ clock, a special meeting of the 

Council was convened in the side room, when Lord Dufferin took the 

oath and signed the burgess roll. The scroll 

detailing the reasons for the award was read 

out. The scroll was decorated by both the 

shamrock and the thistle. It was contained in a 

handsome casket of polished oak, lavishly 

decorated with both the Dufferin arms and 

those of the Royal Burgh of Kirkcaldy. 

Provost Beveridge delivered a fine summary of the achievements of 

the guest of honour, and made mention of the town’s delight at the 

recent union between his daughter and Mr Munro-Ferguson 

There followed prayers, speeches and toasts, with the Marquis 

showing great tact and diplomacy in his acceptance speech. He 

valued the honour, especially as he had  had no close connection 

with the town until the marriage of his daughter – “I feel that, after 

all, my claims to the honour which you have done me are very slight 

indeed, and I am indebted both to your favour and the just 

popularity of Mr Ferguson, rather than those services to which the 

Provost has been so good to allude to in such flattering and indulgent 

terms”. 

Shortly after 4.00pm a banquet was held in the town hall with 300 

invited guests. The majority of that number comprised those who 



had attended the earlier event, especially those who had formed the 

platform party. 

So the fourth honour was bestowed on an undoubtedly significant 

figure in the field of foreign affairs. Certainly a figure worthy of 

recognition, but would the honour have been bestowed had no 

wedding taken place? 

Lady Helen took a keen interest in both educational and social 

problems. She was also very heavily involved with the Red Cross. 

Lady Helen Street is named after her, and Ava Street reflects part of 

her father’s title.  

 

                         1899 -Andrew Carnegie  

 The final award of the century took place 

amongst the dying embers of the 1800s. The 

recipient was not a Kirkcaldy man, but most 

certainly a Fife man and as with Sandford 

Fleming, although born in the “Kingdom,” he 

made his name and fortune abroad. His 

name was Andrew Carnegie, born in 

Dunfermline, and whose name is still 

revered and celebrated in his native town. 

Dunfermline never tires of shouting as loudly 

as possible of his fame, benefits and achievements.  

This is in sharp contrast to Kirkcaldy’s seemingly shabby treatment of 

Sandford Fleming, who has been all but airbrushed out of the town’s 

history. Carnegie is celebrated both in Scotland and America. Fleming 

is renowned throughout Canada, but you would require to consult a 

history book to learn that Fleming was born in Kirkcaldy, and lived in 



the town until aged 18. Not even a token street is named after him – 

the only description of these circumstances must be thoughtless and 

insensitive.  

This is no sudden new war cry in regard 

to the town’s sons and daughters! As 

long ago as February 5th 1949, the ‘Fife 

Free Press’ had reported on a speech by 

Sir William Y. Darling to the Chamber of 

Commerce, in the Carlton Restaurant in Whytescauseway. He was 

the former Provost of Edinburgh, who had become the M.P. for 

North Edinburgh with its subject being Adam Smith. In his remarks 

he claimed that “it is a duty to praise famous men”, and he added 

that such praise should inspire other individuals to have ambitions. 

He posed the question, “what is life without ambitions?” He then 

came to the central point - “why has Dunfermline championed 

Carnegie – but Kirkcaldy does not promote Smith?” 

 

The story of Andrew Carnegie is well known – the original self-made 

man. Born in Dunfermline in 1835, he was the son of a handloom 

weaver. His birthplace is now part of a museum to the town’s most 

famous son. The family were plunged into poverty by a decline in the 

cottage industry of weaving. Struggling to make ends meet, a 

decision was made in 1848 to move to Pennsylvania in   America. 

Carnegie’s maternal uncle, George Lauder, was relatively wealthy for 

the time, and it was he who lent the money to allow his sister and 

her family to start a new life abroad. Lauder was a Scottish political 

figure, and fought for voting rights for all citizens. He was also a firm 

believer in educational rights for all. His logic was that education was 

the only way people could improve the lot they were born into. In 



1899, George was able to found Lauder College (now Fife College) in 

Dunfermline with financial assistance from Carnegie. 

Carnegie’s climb to fame and fortune is well documented. Starting 

working in the cotton mills as a ‘bobbin boy’, he then obtained a post 

as a telegraph message boy in Pittsburgh. He worked extremely hard, 

and within a year was promoted to be an operator.  

In 1853, Carnegie moved into the railway industry, firstly working as 

a telegraph operator for the Pennsylvania Railroad Company. In 

1859, the position of superintendent of the western division of the 

company became his. While in the employment of the company, he 

made several sound investments in iron, coal and oil companies, the 

results of which made him a very rich man by the time he reached 

his early 30s. 

In the early 1870s, he left the railways behind, and entered the steel 

business, and by the end of the century 

he had become the major and 

dominant force in the industry. In 1901, 

his company, the ‘Carnegie Steel 

Company’ was sold to John Pierpont 

Morgan, for a sum believed to be $480 

million, Carnegie then devoted the 

remainder of his life to philanthropy, 

giving away more than $350 million. 

Of course, there has always been criticism of the working practices of 

his companies – especially true of the repercussions which sprang 

from the ‘Homestead Strike’ of 1892. After workers protested over 

wage cuts at his ‘Homestead Steel Mill’ – his general manager, one 

Henry Flick – locked the workers out of the mill. Carnegie was in 

Scotland at the time, although he did offer his support to Flick. The 



whole episode was exacerbated by Flick calling in 300 Pinkerton 

armed guards to protect the plant. A vicious battle broke out 

between the guards and the workers, leaving 10 men dead. The 

State Militia had to be brought in to restore order with many 

workers being arrested. Flick then simply hired replacement workers. 

Carnegie was certainly a man who put his money where his mouth 

was, or perhaps, where his pen was. In 1889, he had penned an 

essay titled the “Gospel of Wealth”. He stated that ‘the rich have a 

moral duty to distribute their money in ways that promote the 

welfare and happiness of the common man’. His other famous quote 

from the essay was ‘the man who dies thus rich, dies disgraced’. 

Among his philanthropic activities were the establishment of 2,500 

libraries around the world, along with donating over 7,500 organs to 

churches. Many organisations dedicated to science, world peace and 

education benefited from his philanthropy.  Also many fine buildings 

for education and recreational purposes were founded by him. 

After his mother’s death in 1886, he married Louise Whitfield. The 

couple had one child – a daughter Margaret. Most summers were 

spent at Skibo Castle in Scotland, which was set in 28,000 acres. 

Some snippets drawn from the Fife Free Press are:- 

On the 14th April 1900, Mr and Mrs Carnegie were back at the Adam 

Smith Halls, meeting Mr Hope-Jones of Norwich, Provost Hutchison, 

and Mr Macindoe the Town Clerk. The architects ‘Williamson and 

Inglis” were also in attendance. This was in connection with the 

installation of the organ the couple had gifted to the Hall. 

Forty eight years later, by 24 votes to 4, the Council voted to remove 

the organ, and, replace it in time with a modern one. This raised 

Bailie P.K. Livingstone to near apoplexy – the thought of the largest 



hall in a major Scottish centre being organ-less was too much for 

him. 

Carnegie died in American at the age of 83 on the 11th August 1919.  

The day of the presentation of the Freedom of the Burgh to Mr 

Carnegie, 11th October 1899, was also the day he opened the Adam 

Smith Halls – a two for one? Much of the day’s events were covered 

in ‘Object 10’.  

After the opening ceremony, 300 people had sat down to a Cake and 

Wine Banquet in the Beveridge Halls. After the usual loyal and 

patriotic toasts had been proposed from the chair, and 

enthusiastically received, it was time for Provost Hutchison to rise 

once again. 

He remarked that this was one of the most important events of the 

day, and that he was delighted to have the honour of both presiding 

over and presenting the award. He stressed that this was only the 

fifth occasion on which it had been bestowed since 1843, and the 

first by himself. 

In his speech he homed in on the philanthropy of Carnegie. After 

giving a brief description of his career and meteoric rise to fame and 

fortune, the Provost highlighted the building and funding of libraries, 

which were such a passion to Carnegie. This passion sprang from his 

early years in America, when a Colonel James Anderson, had opened 

up his own personal library to individuals who wished to advance 

themselves. Carnegie himself had had little schooling after leaving 

Dunfermline, and the ability to borrow books to advance his 

education had been of great assistance to him. He had vowed, that if 

he became rich enough, he would ensure others had the same 

opportunity as had been offered to him. 



The Provost then handed the burgess ticket over, along with a silver 

casket remarking that “when you see this on your table at Skibo, I 

trust it will remind you of a pleasant and interesting visit to the “Lang 

Toun”.  

Mr Carnegie thanked everyone for the honour bestowed upon him 

and made mention of the two fine gifts he had received to remind 

him of this day. 

As always there were votes of thanks and more toasts, before the 

evening came to a conclusion. 

It is interesting to see how the recipients changed over the period 

since 1843. The first three recipients had been well bred, well 

schooled, and in the field of diplomacy and politics. By the end of the 

century it was men of commerce and industry – a changing of the 

guard?   

 

            1906 - General William Booth 

William Booth was born in Nottingham in April 

1829. His family were in a reasonably healthy 

financial position, but by 1842, they had become 

impoverished. William was withdrawn from 

school, and apprenticed to a pawnbroker, His 

father died the same year. 

 In 1847 Booth was ‘converted’, and devoted much 

of his time in study, preparing to become a Methodist lay preacher. 

When his apprenticeship ended he found himself unemployed, and 

after a year seeking work, he made the decision to leave his home 

and search for employment in London. He found work, once again, 



as a pawnbroker. Booth tried to combine his work with also 

continuing as a lay preacher. Despite little work coming his way, he 

came to the decision to take up evangelising on the streets and on 

Kennington Common.  

In 1851, he joined the Methodist Reform Church, and on his 23rd 

birthday, he became a full-time preacher at the Church’s London 

headquarters. The church however insisted on giving him pastoral 

duties, leaving him little time and opportunity to devote to his 

passion of being involved in evangelistic campaigns. He ultimately 

resigned, but then found himself banned from campaigning to 

Methodist congregations. His answer was to become an independent 

evangelist. His doctrine was little changed, preaching that “eternal 

punishment was the fate of those who did not believe in the gospels 

of Jesus Christ, and the necessity of repentance from sin and the 

promise of holiness.” 

Booth and his wife Catherine set up the Christian Mission in 

Whitechapel, which held regular evening meetings to share the 

repentance that Booth believed could bring salvation to the poor and 

the marginalised. It was hard work, with slow progress, and he often 

had to contend with stones and fireworks being thrown at him. 

The name change came about by chance – Booth had described his 

Christian Mission as a ‘volunteer army’. His son challenged him by 

saying ‘he was not a volunteer but a regular’. This gave Booth the 

idea to change the name to the Salvation Army, and to conduct it on 

a quasi-military basis. 

Booth modelled the army on a military blueprint with its own 

uniform, flag and music. The use of the uniform by the ‘soldiers’ was 

seen as ”putting on the armour.” This most assuredly changed it 



from simply being one of 500 charitable groups working with the 

poor, and gave it an identity and an instantly recognisable presence. 

Although the early years were difficult, by the time of Booth’s death 

in 1912, the army was operating in 58 countries. There was initially 

opposition in some quarters, especially true of the drinks industry, 

who were afraid that the working classes may be turned away from 

alcohol. Even the Church of England was hostile to the organisation 

during its early years. Surprisingly Lord Shaftesbury, a Christian and 

reformer, who shunned high office to work on behalf of the poor, 

referred to him as the anti-christ. This was at a time when some 

believed that the Army was a moneymaking business for the Booth 

family. Booth was also accused of “the elevation of women to a 

man’s status. 

Statistics show that in 1884 alone 662 Salvation Army soldiers were 

assaulted with 251 of them being women. Of the 251 women – 23 

were under 15. 

Booth himself came under fire because of 

the advancement of his children. They 

were often promoted to posts which could 

well have been better filled by others. He 

also had his sons-in-law add Booth to their 

surnames. The major criticism stemmed 

from the decision, contained in his will, to 

appoint his son Bramwell Booth as his 

successor as General. 

However, attitudes changed when the results of the Army’s work 

with the poor became obvious and known. Booth became a highly 

sought after friend of kings, emperors and presidents. He often 

undertook long tours at home and abroad preaching to large crowds. 



The General had been in Kirkcaldy on the 25th September 1899, and 

spoke in the packed Pathhead Halls, in both the afternoon and 

evening and remarked that he had last been in Kirkcaldy 13 years 

previously. He could not recollect much of what happened that day 

but “he was trying to get his hands full of soldiers for the cause, and 

he was sure he did the best he could to gain this end and, he had 

been on the same business ever since.” 

He was back on the same mission today and hoped he could get 

some backsliders restored today. He pointed out that he had been in 

Dundee the previous day and remarked that “seventy men and 

women had been taken prisoner for the King of Kings.” 

 A little research found that this first visit to the Lang Toun was on 

Saturday 20th June 1887. A meeting had been held in the Corn 

Exchange in the evening. The Kirkcaldy and Sinclairtown Corps were 

there in number to see the Commander in Chief “along with many 

members of the public who were curious to see and hear the man by 

whose energy such a great movement as the Salvation Army had 

been built up” On the Sunday, the Sinclairtown corps marched to 

Dysart Cross, where an open air meeting was held. They then 

Marched back to the Pathhead Halls to hear the General speak again. 

(F.F.P. 27/6/1887) 

The General made a swift stop on the 23rd April 1908, at the West 

Lodge of Dysart House, while on his way to Dunfermline. The General 

and his staff were accommodated in four cars, the first passed on but 

the second containing the General stopped, and he addressed a few 

words of encouragement to members of the Army and the general 

public who had gathered. He then continued his journey amid great 

cheering. 



On Saturday June 19th 1911, the Fife Free Press reported that the 

General had once again spoken in Kirkcaldy to a large audience. We 

learn that he spoke for an hour and a half! He covered the history 

and progress of the organisation and provided a considerable volume 

of statistics showing the growth of the movement. What was very 

interesting was that he spoke of early issues and criticism very 

openly and candidly. 

He was pleased that a great change had come over the public mind 

and perception in respect of the movement. It was not so very long 

ago since any statement, however slanderous and however false, 

was eagerly received, readily believed and industriously circulated 

He had been accused of being an autocratic despot who ruled with a 

rod of iron – piled up a colossal fortune for himself and his family - 

lived a life of munificent fullness – lived in magnificent houses and 

toured the world in costly motor cars. He was grateful that these 

days had passed into history, and that the movement was highly 

regarded as a force for good. 

Despite the loss of an eye and issues with cataracts, 1910 found him 

touring in the Netherlands, Spain, Germany, Switzerland and Italy. 

Booth was ‘promoted to glory” on the 20th 

August 1912 at the age of 83. His body lay 

in state for three days and it is estimated 

150,000 people filed past the coffin.  The 

funeral was held at the Olympia Exhibition 

Centre attended by 40,000, which included 

Queen Mary. On the way to the funeral the 

coffin was followed from headquarters by 

10,000 uniformed soldiers. 



Monday the 16th April was a red letter day for supporters of the 

Salvation Army in Kirkcaldy. The occasion was a visit by their 

commander in chief – General William Booth.  Not only that, but the 

Town Council had determined to grant the freedom of the burgh to 

the General.  The King’s Theatre – the largest building in the district 

was chosen over the Adam Smith Hall for the function. It appears to 

be a question of capacity which determined the venue. The theatre 

was capable of holding an audience of 3000.  

The General was arriving by the 6.26pm train 

from Cupar, and was immediately going to 

visit Mrs Beveridge at Beechwood. He was 

scheduled to leave Kirkcaldy by the 10.24 pm 

train for King’s Cross. Officers from 

Headquarters in London had visited Kirkcaldy 

to complete arrangements for Booth’s visit 

as well as the ceremony. 

 The day was wet but it did not dampen the enthusiasm. Two hours 

before the event crowds were forming. A large number of officers 

were on duty helping people find their seats, and as the audience 

assembled, Lochgelly Town Band provided entertainment. 

Provost Barnett presided, and the platform party was composed of 

members of the Town Council, representatives of the clergy and a 

number of ladies and gentlemen. 

The General, having earlier signed his name on the roll of Free 

Burgesses of Kirkcaldy took his seat. The great audience rose and 

cheered again and again before Provost Barnet could rise to his feet 

and remark:- “General Booth, the duty which devolves upon me this 

evening, is I assure you, a gratifying one for me. Indeed during the 

course of my municipal experience, no more agreeable one has 



fallen to my lot than to offer you, as I now do, the Freedom of our 

Royal and Ancient Burgh. I am aware that you have received honours 

of a similar kind, from the chief cities of our Empire. The honour we 

desire to confer upon you may seem insignificant in comparison, and 

I am also aware that we are honouring ourselves more in the giving, 

than you in the receiving. But it is the highest honour at our disposal, 

and I may say that in order to maintain its value, as a Corporation, 

we have always been exceedingly chary as to the selection of 

recipients for the honour, endeavouring to reserve it for men who 

have done distinguished national service. And we are not ashamed of 

our short but brilliant roll of Free Burgesses. On this roll, then, we 

desire to inscribe your name as one amply fulfilling the conditions we 

seek in a Freeman of our Burgh. For in you, we recognise one who, in 

a field particularly of your own, has done, and is still doing a great 

national service”. 

The Provost, who clearly had done his homework, went on to talk 

about the General’s work and that of his army over its 55 year 

history. The burgess ticket was then presented, but for some reason 

it was not read out – meaning the exact reasons for the award were 

not made known to the public. The Fife Free Press received a number 

of letters in relation to the omission – but, the paper itself did not 

carry the detail – which it had always done in the past. 

General Booth rose to his feet, with the audience cheering, clapping 

and waving handkerchiefs. His words were simple:- “I scarcely know 

how to express or describe the feelings with which this recognition of 

my poor services have been met in the presentation of  the freedom 

of this important and interesting burgh. All I can say in response is 

that I am grateful and shall be pleased to hand over to the care of 

the very heart of the great Salvation Army this memento that you 

have been pleased to place in my hands.. The General went on to 



speak about the work of the Army in many parts of the world – 

especially in America. 

Ronald Munro Ferguson, who became Provost the following year, 

gave the vote of thanks. The meeting ended with the singing of the 

doxology (a liturgical formula of praise to God). 

               1908 - Herbert Henry Asquith 

Herbert Henry Asquith was a British statesman 

and Liberal politician.  Born in 1852, Asquith had a 

glittering academic career at Oxford, before 

becoming a successful barrister. He originally set 

up on his own account, but real success came 

when he joined the chambers of R.S. Wright. This 

led to his securing work on behalf of W.E. 

Gladstone the then Prime Minister. Gladstone was impressed by his 

results, and kept him in mind for the future.  

Working in the legal profession was far more lucrative than being a 

member of Parliament, but in 1886, an opportunity presented itself 

which Asquith seized.  At very short notice – in fact only 10 days 

before the polling date – Asquith was offered and accepted the 

nomination for East Fife. The sitting M.P. John B. Kinnear had been 

deselected for voting against Irish Home Rule. Asquith won the seat 

by defeating Kinnear, who has stood as a Liberal Unionist. The victory 

margin was 400 votes, and Asquith held the seat from July 1886 until 

December 1918. The Liberals lost the 1886 election and during their 

period in opposition Asquith’s stock rose with his air of authority, 

and his clear and concise manner of speaking during debates. 

The Liberal Party were again in power following the 1892 election. 

Although only 40 years of age, and having been in Parliament for 



only 6 years,  Asquith was appointed Home Secretary by Gladstone, 

serving between August 1892 and June 

1895. 

Asquith was appointed Chancellor of the 

Exchequer in February 1905, a position 

he held until April 1908. 

As Chancellor, Asquith had been the 

architect of the plans for a non-contributory old age pension. The bill 

was ultimately guided through Parliament by his successor as 

Chancellor, David Lloyd George 

In 1908 he reached the pinnacle of any political career, when he 

became Prime Minister, a position he held until his resignation in 

December 1916. 

Although his premiership saw much beneficial social change, there 

were always the vexed problems of Irish Home Rule, women’s 

suffrage and industrial unrest knocking at his door. He remains 

however, the last Liberal Prime Minister to command a majority at 

Westminster. 

In August 1914, he led Britain into the First World War. As a war time 

Prime Minister he had many critics, especially 

over a perceived lack of munitions. He resigned 

in December 1916, and never recovered power 

again. Much of the pressure forcing his 

resignation was generated by the influential 

press baron, Lord Northcliffe. Both ‘The Times’ 

and the ‘Daily Mail’ were owned by Northcliffe 

and this meant that his editorials influenced 

both the ‘classes and the masses’. In the days 



before radio, television and the internet the press held great sway. 

Northcliffe used this power to help bring an end to Asquith’s 

government. 

He had a brief spell as the Member of Parliament for Paisley 

between the February 1920 and 1924. 

He was elevated to the House of Lords, taking the title – Earl of 

Oxford and Asquith. He died on the 15th February 1928. 

Asquith was renowned as a man who enjoyed a drink, and acquired 

the soubriquet “squiffy”. 

He married twice, having five children with Helen Melland who died 

in 1891 from typhoid fever, which was contracted during a Scottish 

holiday.  

 He married Margot Tennant in 1894. This 

marriage also produced five children, but only two 

reached adulthood. Margot was a “spur to his 

ambitions” and introduced him to the glittering 

social world which she inhabited. 

His eldest son, Raymond Herbert Asquith became 

a war casualty in 1916. 

A daughter, Violet, married Maurice 

Bonham-Carter, and was the grandmother 

of the actress, Helena Bonham Carter. 

Make no mistake, in the very confident 

Edwardian Britain, the Asquiths rose to the 

very top in both politics and society. 



However, high status provided no protection in wartime, and the 

family came to epitomise the generation shattered by the First World 

War.  

 

The award took place in the Corn Exchange,  “in recognition of his 

esteemed public service.” The fact that Kirkcaldy was so sparing with 

awarding the freedom of the burgh, and also the day was the 

autumn holiday, meant there was a great deal of interest in the day’s 

events. 

But there was an unfortunate start when the Premier missed his 

connection at Edinburgh. To remedy matters he chartered a special 

train, and arrived in Kirkcaldy in time for the first event. This was a 

motorcade from Raith House to the Corn Exchange. Flags and 

bunting draped from houses, offices and public buildings. “Crowds 

lined the streets and accorded the Prime Minister an enthusiastic 

ovation”. 

The event was chaired by the Liberal Provost – Ronald C. Munro- 

Ferguson, and the Burgh’s Liberal M.P., J Henry Dalziel was also in 

attendance. 

 The Provost delivered a warm welcome to the guest and his wife,  

then recounting a record of the achievements to date of the Prime 

Minister. He highlighted the fact that when Asquith came to Fife as a 

candidate – no one had heard of him – to great applause, he added – 

they did now! The scroll confirming the award was then presented 

along with a silver casket for its safe keeping. 

The Provost covered many aspects of the Premier’s political life. 

Some of his comments are mentioned below:- 



“Mr Asquith has freely and ungrudgingly devoted his abilities to the 

service of the state – unequalled as the master of clear and logical 

speech, as a financier paying off debt with one hand and providing 

for old age pensions with the other – and piling up reserves to build a 

dockyard at Rosyth and stock it with Dreadnoughts.” 

“It was not only the Prime Minister that they were honouring. The 

personal equation could not be forgotten. There was one element in 

Mr Asquith’s character which, perhaps more than anything else, has 

earned the confidence of his colleagues, and that was his personal 

disinterestedness. They were encouraged by his past to ensure to Mr 

Asquith, that the more he relied on his own judgement and initiative, 

the more was confidence likely to be extended towards him.” 

Mr Asquith rose amid great applause to thank the council for the 

honour they were paying him, and made mention that it was 

enhanced by the fact that “if anything were needed to add warmth 

and depth to his sense of obligation to them it would be that the 

head of their municipality was one of the oldest and most valued 

friends he possessed.” 

He went on to pay tribute to the people of Kirkcaldy and to the 

town’s history. He also devoted his praise for men and women who 

worked tirelessly day by day, week by week and year by year in local 

public work. He added that “if this work was to reach its highest 

levels, the very best men and women had to take their part in it”. 

The event closed, and then a motorcade carried the Premier to the 

Adam Smith Hall, where a cake and  wine banquet was enjoyed in an 

informal setting.  

 Again the route was lined with cheering crowds. There were a 

number of toasts given, and replies made to them. On the call of 



William Black, the health of Provost and Lady Helen Munro-Ferguson 

was heartily pledged. 

So ended the first, and to date, the only 

Prime Minister to be honoured in this way 

by the Royal Burgh. 

Asquith lost his seat in the 1918 Election 

to a Conservative,  Colonel Sir Alexander 

Sprot, who had tried twice before to 

unseat  Asquith.  

In his ‘Memories & Reflections’:  he 

confessed that I felt so little apprehension 

for my seat, that I spent most of my time 

during the Election in visiting and addressing other constituencies.'  

However, when he did address his own constituents,  he considered 

that the hand-loom weavers of Fife were 'the finest masters of the 

art of heckling,' and the finest of all was J.H, Smith of Dunshelt, - 

'Scotland's premier heckler,' who followed Mr Asquith around from 

village to village, and posed shrewd questions evoking answers of 

considerable importance. 

Once while playing golf on the links at Lossiemouth he was mobbed 

by suffragettes who rushed onto the course, stole his clubs, and even 

'pulled his hat down over his eyes.' Later, at Royal Dornoch, the 

'outrage' was repeated. After that he kept a pair of bodyguards, 

dressed as caddies to prevent further ignominy. 

 

                       1915 – Robert Dunsire V.C. 



Robert Dunsire was the only recipient of 

Kirkcaldy’s Freedom of the Burgh to have won 

the Victoria Cross. Born in Buckhaven in 1891 

Robert’s family moved to Kirkcaldy when he 

was five years old. 

He was educated in Kirkcaldy, and started 

working life as a miner in the Town.  He 

married Kate Pitt on the 22nd July 1914 – the 

month before war was declared. 

Robert had moved to Buckhaven prior to his marriage, and was 

working at the Rosie Pit for the Fife Coal Company. He decided to 

enlist in the army, and after six months training he went to France 

with his regiment. 

On the 26th September 1915 he twice went out under fire to rescue 

wounded soldiers. For this action he was awarded the Victoria Cross. 

He was one of only 74 Scottish Soldiers to win the award during the 

conflict. 

 

During a period of extended leave he was feted and honoured in 

both Kirkcaldy and Buckhaven.  On the 29th November, in the Town 

Hall, at a ceremony presided over by Provost Lockhart, Robert was 

awarded the Freedom of the Burgh. He left Kirkcaldy on the 6th 

December for London, and, the following day the King pinned the 

Victoria Cross onto his chest. 

It was to be his last visit to his native county as he was killed by an 

exploding shell on the 30th January 1916. 



Robert Dunsire V.C. was the subject of object number three, where a 

full description of his life, moment of fame, and then death are 

extensively covered.                   

1917 - Sir J. Henry Dalziel 

James Henry Dalziel was born in Borgue, 

Kirkcudbright on the 24th April 1868. He 

was a Liberal Politician who was the 

Member of Parliament for Kirkcaldy 

Burghs between 1892 and 1921. He was 

knighted in 1908.  

He replaced Sir George Campbell, who had 

represented the constituency between 

1875 and his death on the 18th February 

1892. The resultant by-election was set for the 

following month. 

The contest to secure the seat was between two 

liberals, but from different wings of the party. 

Robert Cox was a ‘Liberal Unionist’, with Dalziel 

being described as an ‘Advanced Gladstonian 

Liberal’. 

The day of the contest was inclement, with snow 

lying on the ground. Voting was very slow in 

the morning, became brisker in the afternoon, 

with the majority of votes being cast between 

6pm and 8pm. Dalziel who had been 

extremely active in addressing meetings won 

easily. He secured 2567 votes against 1531 for 

Cox. This gave Dalziel a healthy majority of 



1036 votes. 

Thus Kirkcaldy gained a new Member of Parliament who was only 23 

years of age. Dalziel had been a journalist with the ‘Ayrshire Post’. He 

then joined the ‘Scottish Leader’ when it was established, and was 

thereafter appointed the paper’s London editor. 

Dalziel had been a strong supporter of the Scottish Railwaymen’s 

recent strike, and had not been slow in advancing his opinions. 

Hardly had Dalziel entered parliament, than he had to defend the 

seat at a general election in the July. 

This he successfully achieved increasing the number of votes in his 

favour to 2741.  Dalziel went on to win seven elections in total, 

including being returned unopposed in 1910 and 1918. 

In his lengthy parliamentary career he saw seven different Prime 

Ministers hold office. They were:- 

3rd Marquis of Salisbury 

W. E. Gladstone 

5th Earl of Rosebery 

Arthur Balfour 

Henry Campbell-Bannerman  

H. H. Asquith 

David Lloyd George 

Alongside his parliamentary work, Dalziel had business interests 

which also demanded his time and attention. The result was a 

deterioration of his health. The upshot was that on the 19th February 



1921, The Fife Free Press announced the not unexpected news that 

the  M.P. was resigning for health reasons.  

In terms of his other businesses, he had become the sole owner of 

“Reynold’s News‘ in 1914, then adding the ‘Pall Mall Gazette’ in 1917 

to his titles. On top of that, Lloyd George made him chairman and 

political director of the ‘Daily Chronicle’ in 1918. He dispensed with 

his newspaper interests in 1922 soon after his resignation. 

It is worthwhile quoting from the article, which as well as breaking 

the news, carried a brief history of his tenure:- 

“The Right Hon. Henry Dalziel M.P. for Kirkcaldy Burghs is to resign 

his seat.  The reason stated is that he finds it impossible. In his 

present state of health, to give the close attention to the work of 

Parliament that an industrial constituency has the right to demand. 

Sir Henry Dalziel has represented Kirkcaldy Burghs as a liberal for 

twenty-nine years, and now he finds no doubt that his business 

interests, in view of the state of his health, demand all his attention, 

and after so many long years of strenuous work all will agree that Sir 

Henry has earned his retirement. Since he came to Kirkcaldy as a 

young and enterprising adventurer, heralded a morning or two 

before, by a brief paragraph in a newspaper, Sir Henry has made his 

mark as a politician as few men have done, having by his 

parliamentary services, no doubt largely “behind the scenes” won 

high honour and distinction. We say “behind the scenes” because 

one after another of the outstanding members of the government 

who have visited Kirkcaldy in these years, including Sir William 

Vernon Harcourt, famous as Leader of the House of Commons and 

Chancellor of the Exchequer; the last and present Prime Ministers – 

Mr Asquith and Mr Lloyd George; the late Master of Elibank. Liberal 



whip and others were all loud in their praise of the value of the 

services rendered by the Kirkcaldy member. 

James Henry Dalziel came to Kirkcaldy a 

total stranger, a young London journalist, 

who had still upon him the flush of youth, 

and captivating the electors of these 

burghs, he entered Parliament at the early 

age of twenty-four years and in fact was its 

youngest member.” 

The article went on to announce that Sir 

Robert Lockhart, a well-known local figure, 

had been unanimously selected to contest 

the by-election for the Liberal Party. 

Dalziel was an outspoken supporter of home rule for Scotland, 

Ireland and Wales. In fact after his retirement he joined the ranks of 

the National Party of Scotland. 

Having been knighted in 1908, he was appointed to the Privy Council 

in 1912. He was created a Baronet of Brooklands in 1918 and was 

raised to the peerage as Baron Dalziel of Kirkcaldy in 1921. 

In 1928, he married Amy Thackery in the British Embassy in Paris. 

They had no children. He died in 1935, when the titles became 

extinct. 

The presentation of the Freedom of the Burgh took place in the 

Opera House on the 13th October 1917. The award was to signify 25 

years as the Burgh’s Member of Parliament, and his national and 

local service. Provost Robert Lockhart presided over the ceremony 

and the 1st Fife Volunteer Regiment provided a guard of honour. 

Despite it being wartime a large number of dignitaries both local and 



national were in attendance. There was also a large number in the 

audience, who cheered loudly and enthusiastically throughout the 

event. The burgess ticket was presented along with a silver casket to 

hold the award. The casket was engraved with the Burgh’s coat of 

arms. 

Since the award had been announced Sir Henry had received letters 

offering good wishes from all over the world. Striking tributes to Sir 

Henry’s work were read out by the Provost. They included messages 

from many members of the government – Lloyd George, Bonar Law, 

Winston Churchill, Lord Derby and many more. All were fulsome in 

their praise for a man who in reality was a back-bencher. Sir Henry as 

mentioned earlier had made his mark! 

On accepting his award Sir Henry expressed his appreciation and 

went on to speak about his early days as an M.P. He recounted 

various stories, some humorous, which had been made to him when 

he first came as a youth to fight for the seat. Many times he was told 

to return when he could grow a beard!  Sir Henry thanked everyone 

who had offered him support and assistance during his tenure, but 

could not finish other than by referring to the war. He firmly believed 

that the tide was turning, but was also aware that many in the 

audience were concerned and worried for their loved ones at the 

front. That said, he insisted that the country was correct in becoming 

involved in the conflict. 

In the evening there was a further meeting at the Pathhead Halls 

when Provost Lockhart was again in the chair. Sir Henry was 

presented with an illuminated address of congratulation by the 

Kirkcaldy Liberal and Radical Association. The hall was filled to 

overflowing which was in itself a fine tribute to a man who had spent 

slightly over half his life in the service of the Burgh. 



                          1919 - Admiral David Beatty 

David Beatty was one of the most senior 

naval commanders during the First World 

War. He rose to recognition and fame as 

Commander of the Battle Cruiser Squadron 

between 1913 and 1916. He was later 

promoted to Commander in Chief of the 

Grand Fleet and then to the position of First 

Sea Lord.  His father and three brothers had 

all joined the army, but young Beatty had an 

interest in the sea and he entered the navy at 

age 13 in 1884. His family had connections 

with horses and hunting which served him well as he made his way 

up the social and naval ladder. He remained a keen horseman 

throughout his life. 

 After leaving naval college he found himself being posted to China. It 

is known that his mother became involved and used her influence to 

get her son transferred to ‘HMS Alexandra’, the flagship of Prince 

Alfred, the second son of Queen Victoria. 

He served in the Sudan between 1896-98 and then in China during 

the Boxer Rising of 1900. Even at what was a tender age he marked 

himself out as a bold and aggressive officer. 

He was made a Rear Admiral in 1910 and served as Winston 

Churchill’s Naval Secretary from 1911 until 1913. At that point, as 

previously mentioned, he took command of the Battle Cruiser 

Squadron, holding that position at the outbreak of hostilities in 1914. 

His squadron was intended to be a fast moving force whose purpose 

was to locate the enemy and hold them at bay until the arrival of the 



main fleet. Beatty had early successes in the first month of the war 

and scored a further victory at Dogger Bank in January 1915. 

He is probably best known 

for his part in the Battle of 

Jutland in May 1916. His 

impetuosity in attacking the 

German High Fleet led to 

both inflicting and suffering 

major losses until the arrival 

of the Grand Fleet.  Twenty 

minutes into the battle, HMS Indefatigable exploded, and ten 

minutes later, HMS Queen Mary followed suit. This led to Beatty’s 

most famous quote – “there seems to be something wrong with our 

bloody ships today.”  The result was a tactical victory for the German 

Fleet, although strategically the British succeeded in discouraging 

any further German offensive fleet actions for the remainder of the 

war. 

Sir John Jellicoe, who was in overall command of the action, took the 

blame for the lack of a clear British success. The dashing, if 

impetuous, Beatty was seen as his natural successor. He was 

accordingly appointed Commander of the Grand 

Fleet in November 1916. Jellicoe, although 

having been blamed for Jutland, was rewarded 

by being appointed First Sea Lord. Beatty’s rapid 

promotion caused no little controversy in naval 

circles. 

Beatty’s policy was not unlike that of Jellicoe, in 

that he was prepared, by taking the initiative, to 

risk British dreadnoughts in major naval actions.  



However, Beatty had the support of Lloyd George in his 

appointment, mostly through his own support for the convoy 

system. Jellicoe, because of his disapproval of convoys, was 

dismissed from his post on Christmas Eve 1917. 

Following the armistice in 1918, it was Beatty who received the 

surrender of the German High Fleet consisting of 90 surface ships 

plus a further 87 U- boats at Rosyth. 

He was appointed First Sea Lord in 1919, and awarded a grant of 

£100,000 by Parliament in recognition of his services. 

He retained the position until his retiral in 1927. Subsequently 

granted a peerage, Earl David Beatty died on the 11th March 1936. 

The ceremony itself took place on Monday the 29th September 1919, 

in Kirkcaldy’s Opera House. The Admiral was accompanied by his 

wife and a party of naval officers. The streets on the route to the 

event were decorated with flags, bunting and streamers. Both the 

Town House and the Opera House came in for a lavish share of the 

decorations. The Town House flew the flags of the allied countries, 

with the Opera House displaying a huge photograph of the gallant 

Admiral, with a banner displaying -“The Pride of the Navy” over the 

main entrance. 

The ‘Fife Free Press’ the following Saturday devoted much of its front 

page to the events. Some of the content is shown below. 

“The weather broke down early that day, but it did not dampen the 

enthusiasm of the townsfolk who turned out in large numbers to 

cheer the distinguished visitor as he passed through the streets. The 

numbers were augmented by the large number of people who had 

been thrown idle by the railway strike”. 



“Tickets had been issued for the platform party, the orchestra stalls 

and the dress circle. The remainder of the fine building had been 

thrown open to the public. The building was crowded to overflowing, 

and many were unable to gain admission. A holiday had been 

observed at the schools and therefore a number of schoolchildren 

found accommodation in the gallery. By arrangement with Mr Casey, 

the genial manager of the Opera House, the orchestra rendered 

some fine selections while the audience which must have numbered 

over 2000 were assembling”. 

As the Admiral made his way to the platform the orchestra struck up 

the well-known tune – “See the Conquering Hero Comes”.   Provost 

Sir Robert Lockhart opened proceedings following a prayer by the 

Rev. Campbell. “He expressed his and the town’s pride and pleasure 

that the Admiral had been willing and able to spare a few hours of 

his busy life to visit the Royal and Ancient Burgh of Kirkcaldy in order 

to receive, at our hands, the highest honour it is in our power to 

bestow”.  The Provost went on to repeat what was becoming a 

staple feature on these occasions – that the number of presentations 

were low - but the quality of the recipients was high. Provost 

Lockhart then gave a resume of the names of those who had been 

decorated previously. 

He then moved to giving an account of the Admiral’s career and the 

major part he had played during the late conflict. The largest cheer 

of the many which punctuated the speech was reserved for the 

“never to be forgotten order issued by Beatty on the 21/11/1918 – 

The German Flag is to be hauled 

down today at 15:57 (sunset) 

today and is not to be hoisted 

again without the permission of 

the British Admiral”.  This related 



to the recent occasion, when the German Fleet sailed into the Firth 

of Forth to surrender to Beatty. 

The burgess ticket was read out by the Provost and then presented 

to Admiral Beatty along with a silver cigar box. When the Admiral 

signed the Burgess Roll he received a great ovation. After the signing, 

the Orchestra played “Rule Britannia” followed by “For He’s a Jolly 

Good Fellow”, with the whole audience joining in lustily. 

Admiral Beatty thanked the Council and the townspeople for their 

generosity in his acceptance speech. He paid full tribute to the trials 

and tribulations which the town must have suffered being so close to 

both the Forth and Rosyth. He also thanked the many Kirkcaldy firms 

who had been involved in the building of the dockyard. In fact 

Messrs Douglas and Grant were named by the Admiral. 

The presentation ended with the singing of the National Anthem. 

With that part of the ceremony concluded it appeared that the huge 

crowds on the High Street made it difficult for the cars to make their 

way to the Town House where a banquet had been laid on. More 

speeches and toasts followed, with some interesting recollections of 

life between 1914 and 1918, especially in winter. It transpired that 

Kirkcaldy was one of the darkest towns in Scotland by order of the 

Naval Authorities. Apparently, things were so bad that people often 

collided with each other in the streets and it was not unknown not to 

be able to locate the gates to their houses. In addition many night’s 

sleeps were disturbed by the practising of gunnery in the hours of 

darkness. There was a genuine fear that Zeppelins might try and find 

their way to Rosyth – hence the blackouts. The Provost assured his 

listeners that, if a naval vessel spotted a light on the shore, a 

spotlight onboard would often be used to illuminate the offender’s 

property. 



The day’s events concluded with the singing again of the National 

Anthem. 

 

1920 - Field Marshall-The Earl Haig 

 

Possibly /probably the most contentious figure to 

receive the award. In making that statement it has to 

be said that it was not contentious at the time, 

rather, it was only as years passed and history was 

re-examined that Haig’s reputation suffered.   

Haig was British commander on the Western Front for much of 

World War One. The huge casualties which stemmed from his 

strategy has made him a controversial military figure. While securing 

a fine reputation in the years after the war, which included the day 

of his funeral being a day of national mourning, by the 1960’s he had 

become an object of criticism. In the 1980’s, the tide had turned 

again with some historians suggesting that his “detractors failed to 

recognise the adoption of new tactics and technologies by the forces 

under his command, and that high casualties were a consequence of 

the tactical and strategic realities of the day.  

Haig was born in Edinburgh in 1861 into a very wealthy family who 

owned the whisky business which carried his name. His education 

was completed at Oxford University before he entered the Royal 

Military Academy at Sandhurst. On leaving Sandhurst, he was posted 

to India, serving as a cavalry officer for almost a decade. He also saw 

service in the Sudan, and fought in the second Boer War. 



The year 1906 saw Haig appointed as Director of Military Training in 

the War Office. One of his responsibilities was to organise the British 

Expeditionary Force in preparation 

for any continental war with 

Germany. At the outbreak of war, 

Haig was commanding the BEF’s 

(British Expeditionary Force) 1st 

Army Corps whose overall 

Commander was Sir John French. 

Towards the end of 1915, it was 

seen that French was ill suited to the 

role, and in December Haig was 

appointed in his place. 

In an attempt to break the stalemate on the Western Front, and at 

the same time relieve the pressure on the 

French at Verdun, Haig planned and 

ordered the Somme offensive  beginning 

on the 1st July 1916. The British Army 

suffered 60,000 casualties, with 20,000 of 

that number dying on that day alone. This 

was the highest one day casualty figure in 

the history of the British Army.  Haig’s 

conduct of the battle and some of the 

others that followed, resulting in more 

heavy casualties, made him one of the 

most controversial figures in history. It 

has to be said that despite large-scale 

losses the Battle of Passchendaele did weaken the enemy, and 

helped prepare the way for victory in 1918. Haig believed that the 



War could only be won on the Western Front, a strategy which led to 

friction with Lloyd George. 

The German attacks in the spring of 1918 almost broke the British 

Army. This led to the creation of a single command on the Western 

Front under the French Commander Ferdinand Foch.  Between 

August and November 1918 the Allied forces under Haig achieved a 

number of victories ultimately leading to the end of the war. 

Haig served as Commander in Chief of British Home Forces from 

1918 until his retiral in 1921. He helped establish the Royal British 

Legion, and worked tirelessly to raise funds on its behalf. 

He was created an Earl in 1919, and died on the 28th January 1928.   

The ceremony to confer the award took place on Saturday the 20th 

July 1920 in the Adam Smith Halls. The Fife Free Press of the 27th 

devoted significant space to its report. In opening their report they 

commented that – “although the average citizen has long since tired 

of the war and all connected with it, yet there remains in the public 

mind a feeling of homage to him who brought about its close: and 

that feeling was reflected in the enthusiasm which marked the Earl’s 

reception in the Royal Burgh.” 

There was an unusual reception in that the Earl and Lady Haig had 

been the guests of Major and Mrs Spencer-Nairn at Leslie House. The 

party of four motored to Kirkcaldy, where they were met on the 

Burgh boundary at Myregornie Farm by Provost Kilgour, resplendent 

in his chain of office, the Town Clerk in his gown, along with the 

Town Officer carrying his halberd. Thereafter they travelled through 

Sinclairtown, Pathhead, and Kirkcaldy to the Adam Smith Halls. Every 

part of the building was filled to capacity, and the audience were 



treated to patriotic tunes and other airs by James Gray the Town 

Organist. 

Provost Kilgour presided, and he was joined on the platform by some 

of the area’s most prominent figures. There was also a 

representation of the Black Watch Association, and ex-servicemen 

on both the platform and in the front rows of the hall. 

 “When Earl Haig and his Lady entered, the livening strains of “See 

the conquering hero comes,” pealed forth from the organ, and the 

audience rose as one man in a mighty cheer of acclaim.” 

Following the Rev. Dr Fairweather offering a prayer, the Provost rose 

to his feet to deliver his address. He made mention that when 

Admiral Beatty had gained the Freedom of the Burgh the previous 

year, it had been the intention to honour today’s guest in the same 

manner. However circumstances had prevented the Earl from 

accepting the invitation until today. 

The Provost then went on to describe the characteristics which had 

made Haig such a great commander. He paid tribute to not only the 

capacity to command in the field, but the important ability to 

maintain confidence at home, even during the darkest days. He also 

made mention of the way that Haig was able to co-operate with the 

French commanders, without which victory might not have been 

possible. He ended with “the campaign and history of the war has 

brought out no finer figure. Great in patience, unselfishness, and iron 

courage amid reverses, he showed high military talent. He showed a 

character which was above talent, and since war is in the main a 

contest of spirit, the finer spirit prevailed. This, said the Provost, was 

a man they were delighted to honour. This was the man who led our 

brave boys to victory.” 



The Town Clerk read out the content of the burgess ticket followed 

by the signing of the burgess roll. The scroll was handed over 

together with a silver cigar case, almost identical to the one 

presented to Admiral Beatty. The Provost assured Haig that although 

the names on the roll were few, they were names of great quality. 

He mentioned those who had previously been recipients of the 

honour. As with Provost Wilson 26 years later, he managed to omit 

Sandford Fleming and also neglected to mention General Booth. 

Earl Haig on rising to thank the Provost made some light hearted 

remarks about the rivalry between Kirkcaldy and Dunfermline.  

Dunfermline had bestowed the same honour the previous day. He 

tactfully remarked that neither burgh could claim the advantage over 

the other in terms of the warmth and kindness shown to himself and 

his wife. He mentioned growing up at Cameron House (now Cameron 

Hospital) and frequent trips to Kirkcaldy, He praised the Black Watch, 

in which many local men had served – insisting that Kirkcaldy had 

just reason to be proud of the men who had fought for King and 

Country. 

He warmed to his theme that the Government must respond 

sufficiently and promptly to ensure that those who had suffered 

shattered limbs and lives had to be cared for. This was equally true of 

the widows and children of those who fell. The Government had 

promised a lot, and they were duty bound to deliver a lot. This was 

no ordinary ‘jolly’ – this was a tenacious demand for a ‘land fit for 

heroes.’  Haig was incensed that 19 months after the end of the 

conflict, 187,000 ex-servicemen remained unemployed. He had 

started to form the ‘Officer’s Association”, which became the ‘Royal 

British Legion’ in order to raise money to assist ex-soldiers. 



The day ended with a Cake and Wine Banquet in the Beveridge Halls. 

Away from the rigidly formal atmosphere of the civic investiture, and 

following the notable example set by the guest of honour, clear 

indication was given that the pageantry of the occasion had not 

obscured them its true symbolism, and many hard words were 

uttered regarding the treatment of ex-servicemen. For example, 

when replying to a toast, Sir Robert C. Lockhart couched his remarks 

concerning Kirkcaldy’s disabled soldiers in unequivocal terms. They 

had men only fit for light work, and others only fit for very light work 

– but there was no work! 

In the final remarks of the day, Provost Kilgour took the opportunity 

to remind the community of its duty in relation to the proposed war 

memorial. The response so far had been disappointing. He desired to 

plead with the public to be more generous, and respond more 

liberally than they had done up to the present moment. 

 

     1946 – Joseph Westwood and Sir Michael Nairn 

This was an exceptional event 

principally because it was a joint 

award. On the face of it, the 

recipients appeared to be 

diametrically opposite each other - 

one a man who spent a lifetime 

fighting for worker’s rights – the other leading the 

internationally famous linoleum firm which was by 

far the largest employer in the town.  

However, the contributor of an article in the Fife Free Press of the 5th 

January could see some similarities. The article was a taster for the 



forthcoming event with a potted history of each recipient.  The final 

paragraph was thought provoking:- “that this Freedom of Kirkcaldy 

to Mr Westwood is to be conferred in company with Sir Michael 

Nairn makes it a memorable event in our Town’s history, and gives 

great pleasure to all who admire ability and integrity.”  That is 

certainly a handsome compliment to the character of both men. 

The same issue contained a leader looking forward to the event 

which was to take place on Wednesday the 9th January in the Adam 

Smith Halls. We also discover that it had been scheduled for the 26th 

September the previous year, but postponed due to Mr Westwood’s 

ill health. We learn that tickets for the original date were still valid, 

but there would be accommodation for non-ticket holders in the 

non-reserved portion of the hall. The article ended with a little 

resume of both. 

“Sir Michael Nairn is Chairman of M. Nairn & Co. Ltd., and is a 

member of a family which has made many gifts to the town. 

Although now resident in Elie, he continues to take a great interest in 

Kirkcaldy and district affairs, particularly in connection with the 

hospital, which owes so much to the Nairn family.” 

Sir Michael was the grandson of the founder of the firm. His father 

had been chairman and on his death his uncle, John Nairn, had 

succeeded him. Sir Michael had joined the board in 1899 and 

remained a member until his death in 1952. He was appointed 

chairman on the retiral of his uncle.  

The award was maintaining something of a family tradition. His 

great-grandfather, James, became a burgess in 1786, his grandfather 

in 1828 and his father in 1868. 



 “Joseph Westwood, who was born in 1884, served his political 

“apprenticeship” in Kirkcaldy and Dysart and is well known for his 

interest in educational affairs. Since it was agreed to confer the 

freedom of the burgh upon him he has become Secretary of State for 

Scotland and he is the closest link that Scotland has with the Labour 

Cabinet, for although he is a southerner he is pretty much a 

‘naturalised’ Scot”. 

‘Joe’ Westwood was educated at Buckhaven High School. On leaving 

he worked both as a draper’s assistant and a message boy, before 

becoming a miner. From there he became an industrial organiser for 

the Fife miners between 1916 and 1918. His achievements in that 

post led to an appointment as a political organiser for Scottish 

miners from 1918 until 1929. 

He was elected as a Town Councillor for Dysart in 1912 and was a 

formidable operator, making his mark in local affairs. In 1922 he was 

invited to stand as the Labour candidate in the Peebles and South 

Midlothian constituency, winning and holding the seat until 1931. He 

returned to the Commons in 1935 as M.P. for Falkirk and Stirling 

Burghs, holding that seat until 1948. 

The 1945 election, which was 

won by the Labour Party, saw 

Westwood appointed as 

Secretary of State for Scotland, 

a post he held from the 3rd 

August 1945 until the 7th 

October 1947.  He certainly 

had   experience for that 

position, having served as 

Parliamentary Private 



Secretary to William Adamson, the M.P. for West Fife, during his 

tenure in the position between 1929 and 1931. He went on to 

become Under-Secretary of State for Scotland between 1940 and 

1945. 

Westwood was unfortunately killed in a car accident near 

Strathmiglo on the 17th July 1948, aged 64. He is buried in Dysart 

Cemetery. 

The day of the award was fully covered by the ‘Fife Free Press’ and 

we learn that the idea of the award had first been discussed by the 

Council in May 1945. It transpires that the suggestion came from 

Bailie Collyer, who at the time was acting as Provost. Two months 

previously Provost Wilson had been granted six months leave of 

absence from municipal duties in view of his health. Bailie Collyer 

had spoken to Provost Wilson to secure his agreement before it was 

placed before the Council. The Bailie set out his reasons and 

concluded that he wished to honour people who lived in the town 

and had brought credit to the town. The date was set for the 26th of 

September, but of course the ill health of Joseph Westwood led to a 

postponement.  

“The platform had a backcloth of a double St. Andrews flag, and this 

in turn was fronted by a Lion Rampant and the Kirkcaldy Coat of 

Arms. The platform was beautifully decorated with shrubs and 

flowers and the hall was filled with well-wishers”. 

The event was opened with a prayer from the Rev. Evelyn Gall, 

Minister of the Old Kirk. 

The Provost spoke of the achievements and character of both men. 

In particular he stressed their Kirkcaldy connections and in the case 

of Mr Westwood – “they had a man from themselves, a man who 



unaided, except for his own industry, perseverance and talents, had 

passed from humble beginnings to occupy the highest political 

position in Scotland”. 

Of Sir Michael, the Provost remarked – “Kirkcaldy had a lifelong 

friend and benefactor”. 

The Provost’s comments certainly did justice to both and there could 

be no question that both thoroughly deserved their award.  With his 

speech complete he asked the Town Clerk to read the Burgess 

Tickets. The award to Mr Westwood was for ‘distinguished public 

services’, and in the case of Sir Michael – services and many 

benefactions to the town. The scrolls were then handed over along 

with a silver salver to each. 

Both of the new burgesses were delighted to accept the award and 

were both delighted to receive such an honour from their home 

town. Mr Westwood took pleasure in being able to say that he still 

lived in the town at “Torwood”, 50 Viewforth Street. Both in their 

acceptance speeches looked back as well as forward. The Secretary 

of State in particular spoke of his pleasure that some of his earliest 

ideas for social change, particularly in housing, had come to fruition. 

He looked to the future with the earnest hope that a road bridge 

would soon span the Forth. 

Sir Michael spoke of days gone by, when he knew the name of 

almost every employee, and how mechanisation was playing a 

greater part in the industry. He also spoke at some length about the 

hospital in which the Nairn family had such a great interest. 



The evening ended with the Mr W Prentice 

Torrance, who had played tunes on the organ 

prior to the event, leading the audience in the 

National Anthem.  

There can be no argument over the validity of 

these two awards. 

That brings to an end the ‘tour’ of those who 

were offered and accepted the freedom of the 

Burgh. There has always existed the idea/belief 

that Kirkcaldy did not offer its highest accolade 

often enough. That may well be correct as it is a 

simple task to think of many individuals who 

might well have merited consideration. However, what cannot be 

denied is that the names of those enrolled are significant and worthy 

of inclusion. 

We will quickly look at two figures that, for different reasons. did not 

have the award bestowed on them. In 1905, after a little wrangling, 

the Council decided to offer the ‘Freedom’ to Earl Spencer, the 

veteran Liberal leader in the House of Lords. It was organised to 

coincide with the Scottish Liberal Party’s Scottish Conference which 

was taking place in the Adam Smith Halls on the 27th and 28th 

October. The Earl along with Lloyd George were to have been the 

major speakers. 

Sadly, the Earl had to cancel his appearance due to a sudden illness. 

The award was never mentioned again. You would be right in 

thinking that Princess Diana might have been a descendant, being 

the youngest of three daughters of the 8th Earl Spencer. 



The second non award relates to one of the best known and most 

successful Army commanders of the Victorian era, when the British 

Empire reached the zenith of its power. Frederick Sleigh Roberts was 

born in 1832 and had a distinguished military career which included 

winning the Victoria Cross. He is probably best known for winning 

the Second Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902). His methods to force the 

Boer commandos to submit, included the use of concentration 

camps, and also burning farms. During the conflict Lord Robert’s son 

was killed, earning a posthumous V.C. 

In September 1905, Lord Roberts was making 

a private visit to Mr R.C. Munro-Ferguson of 

Raith and Novar. When the Council learned of 

the visit they held a special meeting, on the 

5th September, with the intention of offering 

the freedom of the Burgh to the famous 

soldier. The Town Clerk was instructed to wire 

and ascertain if the freedom would be 

accepted. 

The telegram reply the following day must have caused some 

distress – “I am deeply sensible of the honour Corporation propose 

to confer upon me, but, having refused all functions owing to visit to 

Scotland being private, Corporation will, I feel sure, understand my 

reason for not accepting the honour.” It transpired that Lord Roberts 

was due to arrive by car at Raith House on the 8th. 

What is rather strange is that part of the visit, to Mr Munro- 

Ferguson, was to inspect the Boy’s Brigade and the High School 

Cadet force. However, he failed to show for either the visit or the 

inspection! On Monday the 10th, Munro-Ferguson received a 

communication saying that his non-appearance was due to a 



misunderstanding as to the date! He did offer to fulfil the functions 

the following Saturday which he did. The inspection took place in the 

Beveridge Park in front of 15,000 people. He again apologised for the 

previous Saturday, while admitting he had not yet got to the bottom 

of what had happened. 

As we know, for many years it was the practice of the Council to add 
new councillors to the burgess roll. This certainly swelled the 
numbers appearing on the roll. As mentioned previously this practice 
was abandoned after 1900, when Messrs Nicol, Swanston and 
Armstrong added their names. John D. Swanston as well as being one 
of the last to receive the award was also the last of these 
“automatic” burgesses to die (1956). In addition his King’s Theatre is 
very much in vogue at the moment, hence our decision to include 
Swanston in the final part of the narrative.   
 
JD Swanston was born in Dundee in 1868 and educated at Dollar 
Academy before training at Stirling and then working as an assistant 
to architects in Edinburgh; Glasgow; then Edinburgh again; before 
coming to Kirkcaldy at the age of around 27 and starting his own 
practice at 196 High Street - premises later swallowed up by Marks 
and Spencer’s new store. 
  
One of his first commissions was the 1890 rebuild of the Feuars Arms 
at Pathhead where he worked with William Williamson. 
 
He soon took on a Peterhead-born architect, George Lindsay Legge 
as partner and as Swanston & Legge they won a competition to 
design the Bain/Forman church hall in Leven alongside St Andrews 
church in Durie Street.  
 
In 1898-1903 he built a home for himself as part of an impressive 
block of seven villas from 69 - 81 Milton Road. His own house, 
Redholm was at No 69 on the corner of Munro Street and is a 
particularly dramatic exercise in half-timbered Tudor-style 



contrasting with creamy rock-faced stonework which is again 
contrasted with extensive use of red sandstone ashlar dressings.  
 
He was always prominent in public life in Kirkcaldy, becoming a 
councillor for the second ward and thus a burgess in November 1900 
- going on to become the oldest surviving burgess. He was also an 
enthusiastic volunteer and was commissioned in the 1st Forth Royal 
Garrison Artillery. During WW1 he became a captain in the Black 
Watch and for a time was commandant of a POW camp in Sussex.   
 
He tended to specialise in theatre, cinema and public house work 
and on 14 November 1904 his King’s Theatre Playhouse opened at 
252-262 High Street Kirkcaldy, as part of a block of shops and 
tenements. The cinema was later to become the Regal Cinema and 
the opening was carried out by Mr John Barr, J.P. and Rev. C Garden 

of St Peter’s Episcopal Church, who 
said a few words. It was the first 
permanent theatre to be erected in 
the town as before that the 1860 
Corn Exchange had been converted 
to a theatre and was the main 
venue for travelling companies. It 
was called after Edward VII who 

had recently come to the throne and was the first of that name in 
Scotland. Swanston also designed the very similar King’s Theatre in 
Edinburgh in 1906 though with a different partner, but with the 
same contractor. 
 
He also designed the Empire Theatre of Varieties in Cowdenbeath, 
the Gaiety Theatre   in Methil, and theatres in Dundee, Carnoustie, 
and Belfast as well as creating a new interior within the existing shell 
for the Dunfermline Opera House and Hippodrome.  
 
He also designed two other cinemas in Kirkcaldy, both now long 
gone. The Palace Theatre of 1913 in Whytescauseway was converted 



to a cinema in 1923 but destroyed by fire in 1946 and replaced by 
very ho-hum solicitors’ offices. His Port Brae Cinema, also of 1913, 
closed in 1942 and was demolished in 1949 to be converted into a 
garage and petrol station and is now a carwash. 
 
He built some fine villas at Balwearie Road and Balwearie Crescent in 
1905 as well as the striking red sandstone Porte Buildings at the 
eastern end of Burntisland High Street in 1899 and the fine Kelso 
Town Hall in 1904. 
 
He does not appear to have built much after the mid-1930s and 
retired in 1951 and made a last public appearance in November 1954 
on the anniversary of the opening of the King’s Theatre to give a talk 
about the original design and the numerous changes made since as it 
became the Hippodrome Theatre, then Opera House then Regal 
Cinema and later the ABC Cinema.  He died on 25 January 1956 
at the home of his daughter, a physician, in Newton Mearns and was 
cremated at Paisley with his ashes interred at Kirkcaldy. 
 


