Robert Wilson (1841-1910) and Janet Brown (1845-1915)
1. Cairniemount, Muiravonside – February 21 1886

Sunday 21 February was a cold, snowy day on the hills south of Falkirk. Nearly six
inches of snow lay on the ground outside, and Roberton Cottage with its two rooms
and a washhouse was crowded to say the least. In one room, an old man lay dying in a
box bed by the heavily curtained window, whilst in the other a young girl of sixteen
had just given birth. Between the two rooms and between the two worlds, Janet
Brown Wilson raced backwards and forwards, trying to get some control over a
situation that would not be controlled.
She entered the room, which had seen the birth, carrying a pail of hot water, and
placed it next to a small hillock of towels on a heavy oak table next to her daughter’s
bed. Her eldest daughter Alison, safely wed a year before, had come back to help
with the birth, and had trudged up through the snow that morning, from the Loan
village. In the bed was an exhausted Liz Wilson, now the proud mother of a healthy
baby girl. Liz was still sixteen and unwed. Who was the father? Nobody knew and Liz
was not saying.
“I think that we’ll call her Agnes,” said Liz. “Would that be alright?”
“Call her what you like my dear,” said Janet. “She is your daughter and always will
be. But your father and I will find her a home here. I’ll send your father over to speak
to Mr Henderson when the weather gets a wee bit better, and he can fill in the forms
for you. Mr Henderson is bound to ask for a father’s name………..”
“Well there is none that can be given…….”
“Not to worry yourself; we’ll take care of everything and bring Agnes up as our own.
It’s a year since we had Oswald, and nobody need worry themselves about me having
another. You can see her whenever you want – just pop over from Manuel whenever
you can.
Liz sunk back into her pillows – maybe there would be hope after the shame and the
sorrow of loss. Agnes would be her sister and not her daughter, and two lives would
be improved through the loving generosity of her mother.
Just then Henry called through to her mother that his grand father would like some
broth. Quickly Janet went through to the other room where a cauldron of soup gently
warmed itself on a coal-fired range. Old Henry Wilson was her father-in-law and now
over eighty years old. He was slowly dying but not without a struggle. He still had the
hands of craftsman for that is what he had been all of his life. Firstly apprenticed to a
cabinet-maker in Linlithgow, then a wheelwright, and finally a general-purpose joiner
serving the villages west of Linlithgow. His wife, Elizabeth was dead these six years,
and he looked forward almost to joining her. It was good of Janet to give him a home,
and Robert had always been the favourite of his four sons.

He thought of all the furniture he had made, and the wheels he had repaired, and this
very bed, which he had made all those years ago.
“Just try to sup some of this Granddad --- please.”
“Go on Father,” said Robert Wilson pausing to peer over the paper which was already
three days old. “The broth will put some meat on your bones.”
The newspaper was already three days old, and on the inside pages, the Editor talked
of the coming Irish Home Rule Bill which Gladstone was shortly to try and steer it
through Westminster. Robert struggled for a second to consider an Irish parliament,
and wondered why there was not also a Scottish one too. It all seemed so far fetched.
Janet looked at her husband and then at his father. She sat down beside the old man
and began to spoon the soup into his mouth.

Notes
1.Elizabeth Wilson gave birth to a daughter on 21 February 1886. On the 12th March,
the Registrar for the parish of Muiravonside, Mr Henderson, recorded the birth. No
father was named and the details were given by Robert, the grandfather of the baby
Agnes Wilson. In 1891 and 1901, the census returns show Agnes as the daughter of
Robert and Janet Wilson. Her real mother, Elizabeth, married Ralph Dickson, a
respectable local miner and then JP, in 1890. They went on to have a large family and
Ralph died at the Muir Cottage, Muiravonside in 1933. This house was formerly
owned and lived in for the last period of their lives by Robert (d 1910) and Janet (d
1915).
2. Agnes went on to have a long and happy life in London, moving there before the
first world war and becoming a house maid to the Duke and Duchess of Sutherland.
In due course she married and had her own family.
3. Henry Wilson died on March 11 1886 at the cottage. He was in his eighty-second
year, and had been taken in by Janet and his son Robert, after his own wife had died
in 1880. He is shown there in the census of 1881.
4. The first Irish Home Rule Bill was introduced by William Ewart Gladstone on 8
April 1886. It split the Liberal Party, and was defeated by thirty votes on 8 June.
Repeated attempts at Irish and Scottish home rule were made before 1914 and all
failed.
5. Manuel is derived from the Emmanuel Convent which was located by the River
Avon, and now only survives as a fragment of masonry. It was here that the Earl of
Lennox’s army crossed the river prior to engaging the forces of the Earl of Arran in
1526 at the Battle of Linlithgow Bridge.

Fig 1: Birth certificate of Agnes Wilson 21 February 1886. Daughter of
Elizabeth Wilson. Born at Cairniemount, Muiravonside. Registered by Robert
Wilson, grandfather on 12 March.

Fig 2: Death Certificate of Henry Wilson on 11 March 1886 at Cairniemount,
Muiravonside. Death was registered by his son, Robert on 12 March. This was the
same day that he registered the birth of his granddaughter, Agnes (see above)

2.

Muir Cottage, the Loan village, Muiravonside – July 1895

This was the great day of the flitting. The Wilsons were on the move from Roberton
Cottage up at Cairniemount, down to Muir Cottage just behind the Loan Village. A
horse and cart, borrowed from Gilandersland farm, piled high with furniture, was
standing by the front door of the Muir Cottage.
To one side, a growing pile of household items was accumulating at speed as the sons
of the family jumped off and on the cart. There was Richard and Alexander and
Robert and William all hard at work. The boys ranged in age from early twenties
down to late teens, and if the oldest two looked similar, then it was because Richard
and Alexander were twins. John and Oswald, a few years younger than their older
brothers had drifted away from the front door and a football had appeared and was
being dunted in slow methodic fashion against the gable end of the cottage.
In and out of the front door, and through the short lobby, rushed a couple of girls.
Helen and Annie were struggling to keep pace with the pile of furniture that was
appearing in front of the house. Ten-year-old Agnes held five year old Adam by the
hand, and gently steered him towards his brothers with the ball at the side of the
house. They looked less than impressed.
To one side of the cart, and feeding the horse a couple of wind-blown apples, stood an
older group: Alison Hoggan and her husband David, Liz Dickson and her husband
Ralph, and Henry Wilson and his wife Marion. They were speaking to their parents,
Robert Wilson, a thick set, square shouldered, heavily bearded man in his mid fifties,
and his wife Janet, who had a russet paisley shawl round her shoulders.
It was Robert who was speaking, “Well, it is good to have you all together again. It’s
a big day for us.”
“Aye this will be a good house for you. Solid and out of the wind,” said David
Hoggan, his son in law. “Roberton Cottage was fine, but it was awfully cold up on
that hill.”
“It was that,” said Robert. “Mind, there was some grand views from Cairniemount,
and we had some great times up there.. But you must come and have a good look
round here. It’s only Davie and Alison who have seen it properly. Was I telling you
that we’ve got a fancy contraption for the water – we have a big water butt at the back
in the out-house and it catches the water from the roof and then feeds through into a
couple of wee tanks which we can feed through a boiler for hot water. Not bad, eh.”
“And you should see the Range in the kitchen, “interjected his wife. “ We’ve already
got a kettle boiling over it, and scones on the griddle. The girls will have to keep it as
it is – plenty of black lead. And it’s got a decent sized oven.”
“Just a pity poor Jess couldn’t have seen it all,” said Henry. There was a momentary
silence and then Liz added quickly “But she would have been proud to see you here.
A fine sandstone cottage, with three good-sized rooms and a grand parlour. She would
have laughed.”

Notes

1. Muir Cottage was a substantial house for a mining family, and had cost £60
for Robert and Janet Wilson to buy. Family legend has it that £20 of this was
lent to them by their son in law David Hoggan. The 1901 census shows it as
having three rooms, with windows, and an early photograph of their
occupancy shows it as having two substantial sash windows either side of a
substantial front door. There was a large parlour at the rear, with a back door
(some thing of a status symbol to have two doors!).
2. Most of the sons of Robert Wilson did not end up working with him in the pits
for very long, but all except Adam ended up working on the railways as
drivers, guards, firemen and porters. This work was not as well paid as mining
but was considerably safer, and less exhausting. Robert himself was not from a
coal mining family for his father Henry Wilson had been a wright and joiner,
and had been born in Linlithgow.
3. Jessie died on July 24th 1882 at Cairniemount, which is on the hill above Muir
Cottage – only a distance of a couple of miles. She was eleven years old, and
the only one of Robert and Janet’s large family to die young as far as I can
ascertain. The site of Roberton Cottage at Cairniemount is now a church.
4. The narrative concerning the Range comes from Marion Redmond’s
“Reminiscences”, collected in 1982. She went to look after her granny and two
uncles in 1910, aged thirteen. This was following the death of Robert on July 5
1910. Janet died on January 19, 1915, also in Muir Cottage. She also looked
after her Uncles Bob and John, who are two of the boys noted above. Both
worked on the railways. Bob had married, but his wife, Maggie Hume, died in
1904 at the age of 30, and he returned home. John was a bachelor.
5. The condition of mining rows was a scandal by this time. These cottages were
rented – usually from the mine owner, or sometimes solicitors. It says
something for the wealth of the Wilsons that they avoided such
accommodation, and were very unusual in owning their own house. For
example, the Royal Commission of Housing heard that the nearby mining
rows at Standburn were unsanitary, with the dry closets having no doors, and
the washhouses frequently broken down. The water supply was from street
wells. Rentals ranged from one to three shillings a week.

Fig 1: The mining conditions of Stirlingshire pits – about 1900. These conditions
would have been the norm for Robert Wilson and his son-in-law David Hoggan.

Fig 2: Family of Robert Wilson and Janet Brown.

