The Forbes of Brechin; How Fortunes Change
PART ONE: Connections; It's all about who you marry
What has become most apparent recently is how the names and
places connect and interconnect over time. "We know that family.
Your aunt's great grandfather is from Monifieth, and they had a
farm for years. A whole bunch of them around there; and your
cousin Marie married one too, I think. We should send them a
letter and see what they can tell us, don't you think?" That’s how
you find land to buy, a job, a buyer for your wool or grain, a
husband or wife, through family connections. Word of mouth.
N.B. This story is updated frequently as new information is found
and current information is proven erroneous or too far fetched.
It's a long read and meant as a running narrative as the story
evolves with each new bit of added color and context.
The last couple of years research has primarily been in the
Netherlands and Germany. This is something new with the Scots,
this running history “journal” if you will. Let’s get started.

The Covenanters

In 1644, Brechin was made the place of rendezvous for the
Covenanters, and the Marquis of Argyle is said to have been
joined in the September of that year, by the Earl Marischal,
the Lord Gordon, Lord Forbes, Lord Frazer, Lord
Crighton, and other noblemen who met him at Brechin. In
the following years the Covenanters again made Brechin
their rallying-point, and Hurry and Baillie, the
covenanting generals, assembled their troops at
Brechin, in January 1645, with the view of intercepting the
Marquis of Montrose in his descent upon the low
countries.1
The citizens of Brechin are alleged to have been not a little
alarmed when the royal troops came to visit them, and
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apparently they had too much reason, for Montrose is
said to have burned and destroyed some fifty or
sixty houses in the burgh. The kirk-session records state
that on 23d March 1645 there was “ no preaching, neither
collection, by reason of the enemies being in the town.
In 1647, Brechin was visited by a plague, of which six
hundred of the inhabitants died. Many of the poorer
class were taken out to Murlingden, and housed in
miserable huts. Those who died there are reported to have
been buried on the spot. So great was the terror of the
people that the church was closed, and the religious services
were conducted in the fields.2
Soldiers were back in 1650, likely with similar effect as the
times before. Daniel Forbes (1634), 7th great grandfather,
was ten when the soldiers first rolled through in 1644, and sixteen
when they returned in 1650. As of yet there are no records for his
parents, or for siblings if he had any. Since he was born there,
before soldiers came with Lord Forbes, his father may have been
called into service of his clan, and the rest of his family perished,
leaving him behind alone. My existence is dependent on his
survival, however he did, whatever the circumstances. He lived.
The early modern period (c. 1500-1800) witnessed
profound political, religious and social change in Scotland.
What began as an independent Catholic kingdom closely
aligned with France ended as a stateless Protestant nation
formally united with England.3
2
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The town again suffered by fire in 1672, when about sixty
of the houses were destroyed, and many of the
inhabitants rendered homeless. To alleviate the
distress, large sums of money were subscribed in the
churches throughout the district. The fire is believed to
have been accidental.4
This family was in the middle of it by virtue of their location
and their station and class. Farmers, merchants, craftspeople with
family histories in the region for several generations. Gaps in
records and such are to be expected.
While little is known specifically of Daniel’s parents, we do
know that, according to the historical record, the large and many
limbed Forbes clan had lived in the region for generations. The
name is common in Aberdeenshire, Angus, Fife, and East
Midlothian. There are several books about the more famous and
notable of the clan. This Brechin branch occupied a near hundred
mile stretch of the southeastern coast of Scotland, a short distance
from the English border, and along the major and busy
north-south route of travel for commerce and warring. Thus far,
by piecing bits of information together, it seems likely that the
origin story of this particular branch of the clan may well start
in Brechin in 1452, almost two centuries before Daniel’s father
may have arrived with Lord Forbes in 1644.
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A Dame Isabella Forbes, shows up in the walls of Edzell
Castle 5 miles north of Brechin with a date of 1604, showing
another Forbes in Brechin to whom Daniel might be related.

Dame Isabella Forbes5
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Edzell Castle, a ruined 16th-century castle, briefly occupied by English troops during
Oliver Cromwell's invasion of Scotland, 1651. In 1715 it was sold by the Lindsay family,6

Coincidentally, Daniel’s wife’s name is a variation of Isabella,
and one of his daughters is also named Isobell. Isobell
Langsandie (1634) was married to Daniel Forbes in 1657 at
Brechin. She is the eldest of seven children, six girls and one boy.
Her mother’s family, the Speids, came to own the lands of
Ardovie, in Brechin in a property exchange with Sir Robert
Carnegie of Kinnaird in 1410. Her grandfather, Robert Speid,
our 9th great grandfather, was born at Ardovie in 1579, and
had two children with Isobell Peirs (1580).
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Brechin pottery

General historical information would suggest Isobell Peirs
comes from Dunfermline, a former Royal Burgh in Fife. This is
a good match, the Forbes and Langsandies, like a pair of Brechin
clay pots. The Forbes in Brechin had strong connections to both
Edinburgh and Dunfermline going back to the 1500s. This is
outlined in the Buist and Hardie family story yet to be told here.

Dunfermline Abbey/Palace, one of Scotland’s most important cultural and historic sites,
and which figures prominently the Buist Family story.7

Daniel’s wife Isobell8 probably came to the marriage with a
dowry, which would commonly include land in the area, so that’s
likely why they settled and had eight children there between 1659
and 1672. All his children were baptized at Brechin, and the
Cathedral was the nearest church. Brechin Castle was sometimes
used for services due to current affairs.
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The town of Brechin. Traditionally Brechin was described as a city because of its
cathedral and its status as the seat of a pre-Reformation Roman Catholic diocese.
Brechin is located slightly closer to Dundee than Aberdeen.

Brechin Cathedral and the Baptismal Font

This particular group of Forbes in Brechin seems to be the
generation of the “townie” bunch, likely craftspeople, linen or
manufacturing workers perhaps, maybe civil servants. While there
seem to be a fair number of titles Forbes around this bunch seems
to only have very marginal associations as seen here. They could
fall anywhere on the spectrum, at least until we learn more about
their specific occupations and associations. With eight children it
was either a big house or cramped quarters. Or anywhere in
between. Lots of questions remain at the moment.

City of Brechin and the surrounding towns & villages - 20m radius, 10mi straight shot.

Life-events records name villages in the Brechin area, such
as Tannadice, Oathlaw, Finavon, Forfar, Stracathro, Montrose,
Monifieth, etc. The map shows the close proximity of them, a tight
knit bunch all living within a 20 mile radius - the country
relations of the city folk in Brechin and Edinburgh, or just lesser
notables who spun off from their aggressive and instigating
clansmen in favor of a more pastoral life.
Jump ahead two decades later: Daniel’s grandson, 5th great
grandfather, Alexander Forbes, Jr was born at Brechin in
1697 and he married Jean Anderson in 1720 at Tannadice.
That’s 3 miles from Oathlaw, nine miles from Brechin. Note the
name Anderson also appears in the historical excerpt above
regarding the Ardovie land deal. There are many Andersons in the
immediate and surrounding areas.
If Jean’s parentage is correct, this Anderson family that
Alexander married into was from St. Cuthbert’s Parish,

Edinburgh, 75 miles south of Oathlaw. Jean’s grandmother,
Jonet Younger, 7th great grandmother, was from
Duddingston, Edinburgh. Some of the family members come
from Inveresk and Musselburgh where another limb on this
branch of the paternal line lived at the same time and earlier; for
example the Peacocks from Inveresk, who married into the
Hardie family of Canongate, Edinburgh.
There are multiple generational connections that likely many
of the matchmakers within the family would recognize. To get a
sense of scale, Edinburgh covers 100 sq miles, about the same size
as Sacramento, CA., or the island of Malta. The distance from
Duddingston to Saint Cuthbert’s is about three and a half miles,
an hour walk apart.

Parishes in Edinburgh where the related families clustered

The Buists, Hardies, & Peacocks in Edinburgh, Inveresk, & Dunfermline

“Holyrood Park (also called the Queen's Park or King's Park
depending on the reigning monarch's gender) is a royal
park in central Edinburgh. It has an array of hills, lochs,
glens, ridges, basalt cliffs, and patches of gorse, providing a
wild piece of highland landscape within its 650-acre area,”
about three quarters the size of Central Park which comes in
at 850 acres.9

View of Edinburgh from Arthur’s Seat atop Holyrood Park.
Reminds me of the view from Red Rock at Corona Heights Park in San Francisco.
Interestingly ‘corona’ means crown; It’s a royal park too!
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With marriage often being more a business transaction than
anything else, these family connections made for a large pool to
draw from when it came time to marry off the children. They
weren’t limited to a small isolated community from which to
select a suitable match. This family had a 95 mile stretch of the
southeastern coastline of Scotland to cull with dowry bait. It
all can get quite tangled however with so many first names being
the same in every family, missing records and the like, which
makes it hard to sort out. At best simple narratives such as this
are primarily conjecture based on scant evidence and hunches.
The assumed story of Jean Anderson, our 5th great
grandmother, is attached by the thinnest of threads, and could
be much less lofty. If it is true though, her lineage story is an
interesting one.

The 95 mile stretch of southeastern coastline of Scotland.

The Anderson family married into the Younger family
of Duddingston, Edinburgh. They were a merchant/burgher
family, like the Forbes are said to be. Duddingston is an historic
village in the eastern part of Edinburgh next to Holyrood Park and
fits right within the large Edinburgh cluster of ancestors on this
branch of the paternal line.
“The surname Younger was first found in the borderlands
between Scotland and England. The name was first borne in this
region by a Strathclyde-Briton family, as revealed in records
dating back to the 13th century." The border between Scotland
and England is 36 miles south of Edinburgh. Seems to fit, right? A
thread at least, perhaps.

Going back further we find the first mention of the Younger
family is “Malmor vocatus Juvenis et Ade vocata Juvenis apud
Dumbarton in 1271 assisa fuerunt,” which translated means,
“Malmor called Younger and Ade called Younger were assizes at
Dumbarton in 1271.” An “assize” is a court which formerly sat at
intervals in each county of England and Wales to administer the
civil and criminal law.
What’s the upshot of all this? If it’s a true connection, Alex
Jr. married well. But then the big story takes a turn here. He only
had one child with Jean Anderson. And that’s different from the
general pattern of big families with lots of kids. He himself had
three sisters, and his father was one of eight children. Also, Jean
had no siblings as far as we know. Why only one child? Had
fortunes changed, or did they just not want to have a lot of
children? There are dozens of possible reasons. Pick one and
follow it through until either proven or disproven. It’s a process.
Alex, Jr. and Jean lived in Oathlaw, formerly called
Finavon, but which now is the name of a separate village from
Oathlaw. It is a three mile walk from Tannadice, where they were
married. However it’s worth noting that the church in which they
likely exchanged vows was known as the “Oathlaw Tannadice
Church.”

The history of Oathlaw Tannadice Church10

It is entirely possible that Jean came from Tannadice, and is
not part of the Edinburgh Andersons, at least not directly. During
that time period, it was common to be married in the town of the
bride’s family. Often the new couple raised their family there,
likely because the land that came with the woman was in that
immediate area. There is one record with a Jean Anderson from
nearby and closer Craig on Montrose, (where later family ties
show up) but it puts her at 27 and Alex, Jr at 23 when they were
married. For now we will have to be content with plausible
options. This uncertainty is a common occurrence in genealogy.
In fact there’s a great example from the historians
themselves about this family history and how tenuous it is when
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built on fragments of a much bigger picture, a historical narrative
subject to change when new information is uncovered. You go
with the story you’ve got until proven a “misread”. For years there
had been an accepted assumption, then …
“From the lands of Forbes in Aberdeenshire. A charter in
Wood’s edition of Douglas’s Peerage which says that
Alexander, earl of Buchan granted to Fergus, son of John of
Forbes, the lands of Forbes has been misread. The name
there should read John of Fothes, son of Fergus de
Fothes, now Fiddes. Duncan de Forbeys, according to a
charter lost since 1730, received a grant of the lands from
Alexander III c. 1272. John de Fernboys who rendered
homage, 1296 (Bain, II, 730), was probably a Forbes.”

The Forbes Tree: Daniel Forbes (1634) to John Forbes (1733). The icons represent the
place of birth; the castle is Edinburgh, the seal Brechin.

Alex’s father, Alexander Forbes, Sr. (1669), had two
wives. Alex Jr’s mother is Janet Walker. She died sometime

between his birth in April 1697 and his father’s second marriage
one year later in April 1698. Janet Walker may have died in
childbirth or from complications sometime in the following
months. Marie Myles, from another local family, was 23 years
old when she married infant Alex, Jr’s widowed father, who
himself was just 28 with two very young children needing a
mother. They promptly had two daughters one year apart. By
1700, Alexander, Sr, age 30, was living in Brechin with a wife and
four children under the age of six. Here, the facts write the
mini-series script for us. Motherless infant and child, desperate
father, a new wife and step-mother, etc… it’s all there.
Were Alexander, Jr. and his older sister Marat passed over in
favor of their two half-sisters? As there were three girls, did all the
money and property go to their dowries? Did Alex, Jr. just want to
strike out on his own? Where were those two and what were they
doing for twelve years? Were they #vanlife influencers on the
road, in England, or on the Continent? (What happens on the
Continent stays on the Continent. No paper trail.) Always more
questions? Questions propel a story forward. We’re still looking
for answers about this couple.
If the information at hand about these Alex, Jr and Jean is
read differently, an alternative story might go like this —
The Forbes fortunes dwindled since the glory days, the land
divided up by multiple dowries and inheritances, business deals,
taxes and court fees. Alex and Jean met in Tannadice where he
found work perhaps, and Jean, maybe the daughter of a tailor,
caught sight of him through the draperies in her father’s shop as
he was outfitted with a suit. You can see him standing there in his

britches, she peeking ever so stealthily, having had practice over
many years as her father’s assistant in the back of the shop.

The Post Office in Tannadice, four miles North of Forfar

The two fell in love, they married, and because as a young
middle class couple they really didn’t have the means or
circumstances yet to have a child, they waited 12 years before they
did. What happened during those twelve years? Very BBC
mini-series, but feasible, and a reasonable scenario. At this point
it’s an unfinished chapter, and we will have to keep digging.

Oathlaw Kirk. Oathlaw is a village in Angus, Scotland, 4 miles north of Forfar

Now onto their only son, John Forbes, who was born at
Oathlaw in 1733 when Alexander Forbes, Jr. was 35. Curiously,
John, unlike his father, had seven children, a return to an old
pattern, perhaps. Likely he needed farmhands. Unfortunately, we
know little for sure about his wife, Jean Couper. Her name can
be spelled multiple ways and it is common, thereby making it
difficult to pinpoint her exact identity and ancestry. There are
multiple options yet none seem quite right thus far.

One of the few references to a Couper in Brechin is quite
unpleasant and shines a light on a dark and gruesome part of life
here during the seventeenth century. From the Guide to Brechin:
We now enter Montrose Street (Upper Tenements). The first opening
on the right is Witchden Eoad, turning into which we notice on the
right the Gas Works, occupying the site on which the unfortunate
victims of a blinded superstition were committed to the flames
for the imaginary crime of witchcraft. Such executions were far
from being un- common during the seventeenth century, the
ministers of that period being frequently unable to hold divine
service in consequence of their having to attend either the trial or the
burning of a witch. An old woman of the name of Marion Marnow
was burned for a witch here in 1619 ; and about thirty years later
(1639)another insane creature named Janet Couper suffered the
same fate. Janet was observed to kiss a dog one day while passing
along the Bridge of Brechin, and on being examined, admitted
that the animal was no other than the Arch Fiend, (the devil) whose
acquaintance she had made some years previous. She is believed
to have been the last witch executed in Brechin.11

11

https://electricscotland.com/history/brechin/historicalguidebrechin.pdf

Brechin Bridge: one of the oldest stone bridges in Scotland and dates, in parts, from
the mid 17th century, although a portion can be dated to the early 13th Century."12

The year is 1762 and John Forbes and his wife Jean Couper
raise their family in Stracathro. He married late, at age 29, and
had the first of his seven children when he was 30. You may recall
that his grandfather, Alexander, Sr., had four children under ten
and was a widower with his second wife when he was thirty.
John’s seven children were all baptized in Stracathro, a
village 12 miles northeast of Oathlaw, and just four and a half
miles from Brechin, where his father, grandfather and great
grandfather were born. Remember from above, the Battle of
Brechin of 1452, which the Forbes were involved in occurred in
the parish of Stracathro? Now, in 1791, John Forbes was settled
there, 300 years later, at age 52, with most of his kids grown, and
just two teenagers left. Then the Church of Scotland officially sets
up shop in the village. Will things change for the better or worse?
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Stracathro Parish Kirk built 1791. John was 52 years old and likely watched construction
of it along with the other men and families of the village. It was a big event.

The Kirk session was the local administration of the church
and society. It was the court of the parish, and was
undoubtedly the most significant innovation of the
Reformed church. The session was made up of the minister
and the land owners and businessmen of the parish, chosen
to serve on the session. The Kirk session dealt with moral
issues, minor criminal cases, matters of the poor and
education, matters of discipline, and the general concerns of
the parish. 13 There’s a good chance if John was a landowner
he served on the session committee for at least one term.
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John BurnetScottish (1784 - 1868); Robert Burns Before the Kirk Session

