
               3.  A Scots wedding  --  30 May 1846 

 

A party of folk awaited the bride and groom at the door of Jennie Rennie’s tavern on 

the northern slopes of Hospital Hill. The trickle of cottages south from the town, 

called The Spittal, contained a tavern run by the redoubtable Jennie Rennie or 

Adamson, to use her maiden name. Alongside her stood her sister-in-law Janet Bell 

whose maiden name was Rennie, and she was the sister of Jennie’s late husband John 

Rennie. All around them stood a gaggle of sons and daughters, nephews and nieces. 

Another woman moved towards the group; this was another of Jennie’s sisters– in-

laws, Julia Adamson, the widow of one of Jennie’s brothers. Together the three 

women ran the public house, and the best run and most peaceful howff in the town it 

undoubtedly was. 

 

Down from the Netherton, along Bothwell Street to the Spittal Brig came John Roe, 

mariner, and his new wife, Mary Rennie aged twenty-one. They crossed the bridge 

with its elegant single arch with handsome stone pillars on either side, and John 

looked up and waved to the waiting crowd who shouted back, and surged down St 

Leonards Street to meet them. There were still a few ruined walls left of the ancient 

Leper hospital of St Leonard. The victorious Roundheads had damaged both it and the 

stone cross of the Spittal after the Battle of Inverkeithing in 1651, and the last burial 

had been fifty years before.  

 

Mary was Jennie’s favourite daughter and it was a good-looking couple that she and 

her new husband made.  It was a pity that he would likely be away at sea such a lot, 

but the Rennies and the Adamsons and the Bells knew all about women running a 

home, with or without a husband, and no doubt this would be no exception. 

 

“ Well Mary, are you married, by the law? “ shouted her cousin Jean Bell, the oldest 

daughter of Janet Bell. 

 

“ We are that! The Minister wrote in his book that having had our names three times 

proclaimed at kirk, and there being no objections, that we could be married, and we 

were. So it must be legal!” 

 

And so the wedding party crowded into the single story cottage, and the stoneware 

beakers of ale came into full action. And just then the door swung open and a soldier 

in a red jacket ducked under the lintel, black hat under his arm.  

 

“Hame again then Jackie boy” said Jennie through the gloom of pipe smoke. 

 

“ Aye, just back a couple of days, and here wi’ ma faither to wish young Mary good 

luck” 

 

At this, the Marine and an older man of nearly sixty crowded into the interior of the 

tavern. This was Alexander Adamson, ploughman of Masterton and his son, the Royal 

Marine, John McLaren Adamson. 

 

They found a bit of space with the help of Jennie, who had always liked her cousin, 

Alexander. 

 



“Drinks for the both you.  ---Jean, bring the pitcher over, will you? 

 

Now John, I don’t know if you have met my niece, Jeannie Bell? She is a farm 

servant at Hilton Farm.” 

 

There was a silence as they looked at each other for the first time. She couldn’t help 

but think that he was rather old at nearly forty, but he had nice blue eyes, and likely 

more stories of far away places than she would ever get from any shepherd or weaver.  

She smiled. 

 

 

 

Notes 

1. Jennie Rennie’s Road is situated west off St Leonards Place. There is still a 

footpath leading under the railway to the Grange road, where the widow Janet 

Bell lived in 1841 with her four youngest children.The widowed Julia 

Adamson and her grand-daughter lived next door to the Tavern, where Jennie 

Rennie and her three youngest children lived. The Jennie Rennie tavern was a 

famous landmark for generations, as people left Dunfermline on the road south 

to the Queensferry and Rosyth. The public house still operates, although a 

second storey was added in 1904, and the name has been changed in recent 

years. 

2. Janet’s oldest daughter, Jean Bell was a farm servant at Hilton Farm, 

Inverkeithing at the time of the 1841 census. This is about three miles from 

Hospital Hill.. Curiously, The Dunfermline Maternity Hospital was built on 

Hospital Hill in 1934, though the hill is named after the ancient leper hospital 

of St Leonard. 

3. Jennie (Adamson) Rennie and her sister in law, Janet (Rennie ) Bell were both 

born in Inverkething around 1796. They must have been good friends because 

in the 1851 census they are shown as living next door to each other and each 

bringing up one of John and Mary Roe’s daughters.  

4. In early 1846, John McLaren Adamson had just completed his third voyage 

whilst embarked on HMS Serpent. The family bible is inscribed “ Presented 

by James H Lang, December 1845, to John McL Adamson as a token of 

remembrance”.  The book was purchased from Gorman and Co, Kirby Street, 

Hatton Gardens, London.  

5. Jean Bell waited for John McLaren Adamson to return from his voyage to 

Africa before marrying him in 1850. She was the niece of Jennie Rennie, who 

was the cousin of John’s father, Alexander Adamson. 

6. A series of Leper Hospitals were built in the Middle Ages, dedicated to St 

Leonard. It would appear from the documents of Dunfermline Abbey that 

there was a Leper Hospital founded as early as 1227. Later on, the Hospital 

became an almshouse.  

7. At one time, Dunfermline had eight breweries and was famous for its ale. Not 

everyone however was able to afford it. “ As I sat near the Spittal crosshead; 

Dumfarlinn, I thocht on; an o’ its guid broon ale ta sell; but siller I had none!” 

      (Annals of Dunfermline). 

Fig 1: The Census records of 1851 for the “Spittal” area of Dunfermline. This 

shows Janet Rennie nee Adamson, landlady of Jennie Rennie’s tavern, and Janet 

Bell nee Rennie, her sister in law. Janet was the mother of Jean Bell. 



 

 

 

                4.  The slave trade – coast of West Africa   26
th

 January 1849 

 

HMS Cygnet was a small ship by any standards, being only 90 feet long with a 

maximum breadth of 30 feet, but she was fast and that was what was needed on the 

anti-slavery patrols of the West Africa station. She was packed with a crew of seventy 

men, including a file of eight Royal Marines and a sergeant and corporal. The ship 

was armed with six 32-pounder cannon: more than enough for any slave ships if they 



could be overhauled. The question was whether fast sloops like the Cygnet could 

catch the slave clippers. 

 

The Cygnet had left England on 6 November 1847 bound for Freetown in the colony 

of Sierra Leone; there to join the West Africa squadron commanded by Rear Admiral 

Hotham.  This was no big ship fleet but one of small, fast craft who could enforce the 

anti-slavery blockade of the coast operated by the Royal Navy in compliance with the 

abolition of slavery in British territories. Slaves in large numbers were still being 

shipped however to Brazil and Cuba in particular  -- from there some found their way 

to the cotton plantations of the southern states of USA. In 1848, it was estimated in 

official British returns that 60,000 slaves were shipped. Of these the Navy had 

returned 5,550 to Africa, and seized 91 ships either carrying slaves or slave holding 

equipment. These ships were sent to auctions in Britain, and the crew received shares 

of prize money if the ships sold. A man could do well if he had a daring Captain and a 

fast ship. So mused Private 1
st
 Class John Adamson RM as he watched the Master 

check the midshipmen’s dead reckoning before he wrote up the log. Maybe enough to 

marry Jeanie Bell whom he had an “understanding “ with.  

 

It was 7am when the lookout spotted a sail on the starboard bow, sailing westwards. 

The Cygnet immediately put on all sail, and moved to intercept.  At 9am the pinnace 

and gig were lowered with the Royal Marines aboard, and the smaller boats rapidly 

gained on the suspicious sail. Mr Morgan, 1
st
 lieutenant was in charge, and John felt 

confident in the dark little Welshmen.  By 4pm the sail had turned into a Brig, called 

the Harriet, and following it downwind, John could smell the unmistakeable reek of 

slaves. It was however carrying the colours of the United Sates of America. Boarding 

an American ship could provoke a diplomatic incident. Care would be required. The 

Cygnet followed at a distance of ten miles, but what would Mr Morgan do? 

 

Morgan glanced back into the middle of the pinnace “ Riseborough – you have the 

loudest hail aboard. Kindly invite the captain to hove to in the name of Her Majesty.” 

 

Adamson’s friend and fellow marine James Riseborough, formerly a shepherd from 

Tunstead in Norfolk advanced to the prow and bellowed the command. A figure at the 

wheel of the brig shouted back “We are Americans and must sail on.”   

 

Morgan said to no one in particular “ If that is an American accent then I am a Frog”. 

 

This time, having got closer he shouted himself  “When we board, we will hang the 

Master if you do not pull to immediately………..” 

 

More discussion on the quarter deck of the Brig, and then slowly and reluctantly she 

turned and hove to on the calm sea. 

 

“Right gentlemen – Marines on board if you please.” 

 

After a dizzy scramble up the side, John Adamson and his comrades in their red 

jackets and black hats pointed muskets at some of the scruffiest seamen he had ever 

seen. From deep below the decks came a collective sigh and the sound of rattling 

chains. 

 



Mr Morgan advanced to the Master of the Brig. “Papers and quickly”. 

 

There was a long silence and then in broken English the Master said that there were 

no papers for the Harriet that he could show, and that the crew were like himself 

Brazilian He continued to insist however that the Harriet was American and that the 

801 slaves aboard could not be seized.  Morgan disabused him of this defence 

however, and he was transferred to the Cygnet when she caught up at 8pm 

 

In the meanwhile the Royal Marines had busied themselves by getting the crew to 

unchain and then feed the slaves aboard. In small parties they were taken up to the 

main deck for exercise and some sanitation. 

 

One of the Royal Marines at least had a warm glow of satisfaction “Must be at least 

another £10 for my wedding fund out of the Prize Money” he said to James 

Riseborough “Not a bad days work”. 

 

 

Notes 

1. At 8pm on January 26
th

 1849, the log of HMS Cygnet records: “ boats 

returned having detained a Brig under American colours called the                                                                                                         

Harriet with 801 slaves on board. Took possession of ship  in consequence of 

her not  having any papers to prove nationality, and the Crew declaring she 

was Brazilian.     Received prisoners from Prize.” 

2. HMS Cygnet completed her posting and returned to Chatham. John McLaren 

Adamson and James Riseborough both left HMS Cygnet on 5 April 1850 prior 

to another posting afloat. Adamson was 38 years old, 5-foot 8ins, ruddy 

complexion, blue eyes and brown hair. He had no distinguishing marks. 

Riseborough sported two tattoos of ships on his chest. 

3. By 12 April, Adamson was in London and received part payment for his share 

of prizes. In all he was paid nearly £30 for shares in five prizes, including the 

Harriet. He received £15, 5s and 3d for his share of the Harriet. He received, 

as did each member of the crew, an Admiralty form 233. This states “Prize 

Money: Application at the Prize Office, Somerset House or by letter addressed 

to the Secretary of the Admiralty, London”. John’s form still exists and the 

paying Admiralty agent receipts each payment, on the form. 

4. At this time, The West Africa station had by far the worst mortality ratios of 

any Royal Naval posting. With an establishment of around 2,000 men – about 

100 died annually.    

5. John McLaren Adamson was married in Dunfermline by the Rev Law to Jean 

Bell on 22 April 1850. He married her the same day that the notices were 

posted. Curiously he gave his occupation as collier, which it had not been for 

17 years, rather than Royal Marine. 

6.  He returned to Chatham, and joined the ship’s company of HMS Dido, a 

frigate, in 1851, which was just about to leave for a prolonged cruise to the 

Pacific. This included discovering the dead bodies of Missionaries in Tierra 

del Fuego as she rounded Cape Horn; a visit to Pitcairn Island where the 

Bounty mutineers had ended up; several stops at South Sea island groups; 

going to Hawaii; joining the Far Eastern Squadron when war with Russia 

broke out in 1854; seeing action of Sakhalin Island; exploring Alaska; putting 

in at the Burrard Inlet (now Vancouver) and San Francisco, before returning 



round Cape Horn. He left the Royal Marines in October 1856 at Chatham 

Royal Marine barracks. We still possess his discharge papers. 

7. In 1833, John Adamson would most likely have gone to London by ship or 

coach when he enlisted. In 1850, he was drawing his money in London on 12 

April, and was getting married in Fife only ten days later. It is assumed that he 

travelled home as far as Edinburgh by train, and then transferred to one of the 

coach/ferry services serving West Fife. The age of steam had begun. 

 

Fig 1. The ship’s log of HMS “ Cygnet” showing the entries for the day that she 

seized the slaver “Harriet” with 801 slaves on board. 



 

 

 

 

 

                      5.   A land fit for heroes  --  Shettleston, Glasgow 1869 

 

Main Street, Tollcross can seem bleak at the best of times, and with the soot of a 

thousand chimneys spewing forth, the mellow sandstone was rapidly going black. 

This was where industrial Scotland was going literally hammer and tongs. Forges and 



coalmines and factories of all sorts ran from the ravaged countryside of Lanarkshire 

right into the east end of Glasgow. Farms gave way to villages, which gave way to 

tenements, which a few miles to the west collided with the old High Street of 

Glasgow, that pleasant, church city of the eighteenth city. Carrying on westwards, the 

second city of Empire arose in all its Victorian glory on a grid plan, with each 

massive street endowed with imperial names of glorious victories. 

 

In a small two roomed tenement a man was dying; choking his life away, cough by 

cough, This was a man who had seen the coral beaches of the South Seas; the 

minarets of Alexandria; the icebergs of Alaska; the sound of Russian gunfire off the 

east coast of Siberia and marched to the crashing drums and bugles of a Royal Marine 

band.  The room was warm and dry and neat, and if crowded with washing and toys, it 

still had room for a box bed where the man lay. 

 

Two little girls ran in with a spinning top, ready to try it on the table and then 

withdrew at equal speed in response to a sharp rebuke from the other room. 

 

“ Leave your father alone – he needs peace and rest, not the two of you crashing 

about.” 

 

One of the girls was still toddling, whilst the other, with dark auburn hair, was maybe 

six or seven. In the adjacent room, Jean Bell Adamson sat with a darning needle and 

was repairing a linen nightdress. This room, too, was full of washing. On a stool by 

the fire, a boy of about ten slowly took an old kettle off the range, and looked for the 

ancient teapot with great care. 

 

John McLaren Adamson had come home with a gratuity of ten pounds in 1856 and a 

small pension paid to him from Greenwich.  It would not have supported him, even if 

he had been single, but Jeanie was in a hurry for a family, and Alexander Adamson 

was born in January 1858 in Blue Row, Dunfermline. Before Janet McLaren 

Adamson was born in December 1861, John had removed the family to the new 

boomtown of Scotland, Glasgow, and gone back to work as a collier – even though he 

was over fifty years of age. The job and the tenement flat were found for him by his 

brother-in-law, Alex Campbell, a blacksmith. Young Jane had arrived in July 1867 – 

the last of his three children when John was only a few months short of his sixtieth 

birthday. Already his wife was taking in washing and making and mending old 

clothes, but money got progressively tighter as his lungs began to cause sickness. 

 

Even now the children could hear the dry, rasping cough and the horrible wheezing 

breathing. Bronchitis said the surgeon doctor; black spit said the old hands in the pit. 

He was finished, and with only the meagre pension coming from the Admiralty, times 

were uncertain for the three young children. If only he had married younger……. 

 

Notes 

 

1. John McLaren Adamson died on 4 December 1869, after suffering from 

bronchial illness for nine weeks. This was a common death for miners, and 

remained so into the twentieth century when “miner’s lung”, “black spit” and 

other terms for lung disease was more fully understood, if not conquered. It is 

not known where he was buried. 



2. Alexander Campbell, his brother in law, also resident in Shettleston, registered 

his death. 

3. Jean Bell Adamson took the family back to Dunfermline. Her mother, Janet 

Bell, was still alive, and lived at Hospital Hill, Dunfermline with Jane’s 

brother David and his family, but just four months later in April 1870, she died 

at the age of 73. 

4. Jean set up home in a small cottage in Buffie’s Brae, off the northwest side of 

the High Street of Dunfermline and became a washerwoman. 

5. Janet McLaren Adamson lived with her mother, and became a weaver in a 

damask factory in Dunfermline. She never married and died at the age of 21 

on March 20
th

 1883. Cause of death – Phthisis (or tuberculosis). Her uncle, 

David Bell registered the death. 

6. Jane (Jeanie) Adamson married Peter Brown, stonemason, in 1889, and they 

had three girls, but she died eight years later of peritonitis at 118 Pittencrieff 

Street. She was only 29 years old.  

 

Fig 1: The death records for the district of Shettleston, Glasgow in 1869. It 

records the death of John McLaren Adamson from bronchial problems.  



 

 

 

 

                          6.   The end of washdays – January 1897 



 

The old lady sat on a brass bound trunk in the small cottage. It was a small cottage 

devoid of any furniture or furnishings, She was packed for a flitting; probably this 

would be her final move. With a black bonnet and shawl, and a rather old fashioned 

black dress, she looked tired. And yet her rheumy eyes were years away. So many 

people had died, and in a sense each death had moved her onwards. Jean Adamson, 

formerly Jean Bell was now in her 75
th

 year, and now she was waiting for her son to 

collect her. 

 

It was just a few days since her daughter Jane, married to the pleasant softly spoken 

mason, Peter Brown, had died. But not a quiet wasting death like the tubercular death, 

which had dispatched her elder daughter Janet.  This was a horrible and painful end 

for a young mother of three girls, who was not yet thirty. Peritonitis: and the doctors 

had been unable to save her. So there was only Alexander left, her oldest child, and 

now a shepherd on the Wallace Estate at Halbeath. 

 

There was a rap on the door and her son quickly ducked under the low lintel of the 

door.  Alex Adamson was almost forty, but moved with a quick agility that told of a 

vigorous out-door life.   

 

“Kirsty is here to make sure that your are fine, and everything is packed. I borrowed 

Mr Wallace’s dog-cart for the day. “ 

 

“ And why would I not be alright? And not ready – imagine the thing! All is packed 

or given away; and the last washing done and delivered. The book is closed.” 

 

Alex glanced at the leather-bound book in his mother’s reddened hands; the account 

book for the washing, which had enabled his mother to survive for these past thirty 

years. She had returned to Fife from Glasgow on the death of her husband, John 

McLaren Adamson in 1869, with Alexander who was ten, Janet, aged seven, and Jean 

aged two. With the help of her family, and particularly her brothers David and John 

Bell, she had become a washer- woman. This was a labour intensive age when linens 

were white and all sorts of clothing required frequent washing, starching and ironing. 

Her small cottage had been devoted to nothing else. When it was impossible to hang 

the washing on the drying green behind the house, then every inch of space within 

was shrouded in drying clothes. It was a living but not much more, and now it had 

come to an end. 

 

Kirsty Adamson, the former Christina Hunter, bustled through the door.  

 

“We have your room ready for you at the Liza Cottage. Johnny is looking forward to 

having his granny to stay. He’s outside with the horse.” 

 

The old lady stood and then left the cottage without a glance. Alex picked up the old 

sea chest, which had seen Africa and Egypt and Hawaii and Canada, and carried it 

after her.  The room was left with an abiding smell of bleach…….. 

Notes 

 

1. Jean Bell worked as a washerwoman in Dunfermline from 1870. She moved in 

her last years to live with her son and daughter-in-law in Halbeath. Alexander 



was a shepherd working on the Wallace Estate, and they lived for many years 

at the Liza Cottage, which was in the woods behind Halbeath, just off the 

Kingseat to Dunfermline road. 

2. In 1901 the census shows:“ Alexander Adamson (43); Christina Adamson 

(44); John Adamson (14); and Jean Adamson (78)”. Also there was a boarder, 

being the Wallace coachman—John McIntyre  (21). 

3. The sea chest existed until the 1930’s, but then became rotten. There was also 

a crude portrait of John McLaren Adamson painted when he was a Royal 

Marine, but this also was lost. 

4. Jane Brown died of peritonitis on January 2, 1897 – the year of the Diamond 

Jubilee. She left three girls aged seven, five and three (the eldest of which was 

called Jeanie Bell Brown in honour of her grand-mother), and a husband, Peter 

Brown, who was a mason. 

5. Jean Bell, the widow of John McLaren Adamson, died at Halbeath on 

November 25
th

 1905 aged 83. Her son Alexander who was present when she 

died registered the death. 

 

 

Fig1: The death records of Dunfermline 1905. It shows the death of Jean 

Adamson nee Bell at the village of Halbeath by her son Alex Adamson. She was 

83 years old. 



 

Fig 2: The children of John McLaren Adamson and Jean Bell. 



 

 

 


