Excerpts from ‘An Angus Parish in the 18th Century, pp166-179’. An account of whisky smugglers travelling south through Coupar Angus, the efforts of the excise officers to stop them and the court cases that took place in Coupar. 
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young by this strange avocation.   An aged country woman informed us that she had a most vivid recollection of going into the woods north from Blairgowrie to gather firewood. She saw smoke rising out of a thicket, and she took it at first to be the fires from the gipsies' camps; but when she reached the spot she discovered that she had dropped upon a smugglers' bothy. There she saw a veteran bending forward, watching intently the whisky dropping from the worm.

   When she returned home she related the incident to her mother, who gave her a sound "licking," and ordered her never to open her mouth again about what she saw.   The husband of this country woman, who had made a drop in his day, finished off the conversation by saying that the " blabbin'" of silly women cost the smugglers many a good keg, and that their facile tongues brought about no end of mischief with the excise officers.

“Ye see," said he, in his rough vernacular, lifting his finger significantly, and cocking up his right eye, " ye had to go cautiously to wark, for the officers. Naebody daured cheep, for informers and spies were abroad, and ye never kent wha was listenin', and what minute ye micht be drapped upon, grippit, and on to Coupar, Forfar, or Dundee, to answer for it before the Justices—and yon lads made ye pay for't."

   In the first 20 years of last century, during the excitement of the great struggle with Napoleon, the hands of the Government were sufficiently occupied without bestowing attention upon the smugglers; still the extensive character of the traffic and the ruin brought upon the regularly licensed distillers in the South by the stream of kegs hailing from the Highland districts compelled it to take action. Accordingly, we find supervisors and gaugers planted near the Highland passes. Throughout Strathmore many were employed. Every small town had its gauger, acting under the district supervisors.

   Strict watch was also maintained by resident gaugers in villages and hamlets, if found to be the rendezvous for the workers of the sma' still. Courts were held in Coupar-Angus, 
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•as the most suitable locality for the North for trying the smugglers before the Justices of the Peace. Courts were also held at Forfar and Dundee. Indeed, the amount of money spent in preventing smuggling was very great. It may be of interest to show the state of matters by sea and land between 1822-3.

   A preventive service and coast blockade were organised, and, in addition to 52 regular Revenue Cruisers, there were the gun-boats of the Royal Navy. In 1822-3 alone there were captured no less than 52 vessels and 385 boats off the coast of England. For the half-year ending 5th April 1823, the amount of money

spent in the suppression of smuggling by sea and land was as follows:—In England, the land-guard or riding officers, £69,444; the preventive water-guard, £63,964; Revenue Cruisers, £45,448 ; coast blockade, £451 — Total in England,

£119,398. Scotland cost £16,020; Ireland, £91,727. The total for half-a-year only was not less than £227,145. The seizures made in half-a-year amounted to about £67,000. One of the first financial authorities of his day, writing in 1830, estimated the amount of money spent in protecting the Revenue at £700,000 or £800,000 a year.

   Now commenced a struggle between the preventive staff and the smugglers for supremacy. Raids by the gaugers became frequent, and whenever the smoke of the active bothy was seen there they swooped down.   Every bothy discovered was

destroyed; the still, head and worm, if made of copper, were carried off, and the law-breakers marched off to jail—if caught. 

   Many of the better-disposed smugglers quietly submitted and followed the officers, but this was not always the case. When the officers ventured into the wilds traversed by few, the risk was considerable; especially amongst the old Highland communities and clachans, where the practice had existed from time immemorial of making their own whisky, and where the hatred towards excisemen and the excise duties was intense.

   Although the officers were armed with pistols, and carried 
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  searchers, which they used for running through soft material to get at the kegs, and displayed much hardiness in the performance of their official duties; still, they ran great risks to life and limb.

     When they were signalled the alarm was at once raised. Smugglers armed with bludgeons and more dangerous weapons gathered from the clachans round. Stalwart viragos hastened to help their husbands and relatives, and then a tough melee ensued. Well-primed with drink the smugglers hit hard. No quarter was given or asked. The bothies were defended like hearth and home. Officers were frequently overpowered, severely beaten, and tied to trees, and left there until some good Samaritan came to the rescue. Many of those men wore to the end of their days the scars obtained in carrying out their preventive work.

    In the last years of the 18th century, many exciting and desperate encounters took place between the preventive staff and the smugglers, clearly indicating that whisky was manufactured in nearly every house in certain of the glens.

  Nearly every house had its mash-tun in the shape of a large cask in one comer, while the famous black pot was in the other. Many were the cases of whisky smuggling tried all over the Highlands and further South. At Coupar-Angus, in 1796, the supervisor represented to the Justices of the Peace that he had seized from a certain farmer a still and utensils and twenty-six gallons of whisky. With the greatest difficulty he had carried off the still and copper and placed them in charge of a neighbouring farmer. The liquor he could not secure, as the   smugglers raised a great disturbance, took up stones and told the officers that if they dared to touch it they would stone them to death. The same night they even went to the farmhouse and carried off' the still and copper. To the Justices he put his case as follows:—"In those alarming times of scarcity, when famine is staring the inhabitants of the country in the face, and when the poor of the land are already crying out for 
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food, it is unnecessary to tell your Honours with what serious consideration and judgment this and other cases of the kind should be investigated. May your Honours therefore condemn the foresaid seizures, and order the stills and utensils to be instantly restored, that they may be disposed of for the interest of the revenue and the informer, and fine and amerciate the delinquents in so exemplary a manner as may deter others from committing the like atrocious crimes in times to come."

   In 1797, a supervisor and several officers visited one of the glens, and called at the house of one Macintosh, a notorious smuggler. When they were approaching, they saw a woman running from the house with a still on her back, and they rode after her. When they came up to her she laid down the still and filled her apron with stones, and dared them to lay a hand on it. Then a few more smugglers came up and threatened them also. One man was heard shouting vehemently in Gaelic to the young woman who was defending the still—" Run to the mist wi' her;''' " run into the mist wi' the still;" " run wi' her." The fog was very thick about the glen that day. When they returned to the hut Macintosh was valiantly standing by the door with a gun, and threatened to shoot the first man amongst them who dared venture within his house. Not only so, but he was shouting out his orders in old Highland military fashion to some men on the other side of the water: " Down with them !—Fire .'—Fire away ! " Macintosh was either mad with drink or rage.   It was believed he was mad with both.

Notwithstanding the threats of the bold fellow, they entered the house and found the furnace warm, a considerable quantity of low wines and two sacks of malt, and everything in active operation. They were about to smash up the bothy and all the distilling utensils, when Macintosh told them if they dared to touch an article not one of them would go out of the glen alive. One amusing feature of the grand march to Coupar with Macintosh in custody was, that the preventive staff and their prisoners indulged freely all the way down in drinking 
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 smuggled whisky.   The preventive officers explained to the court that the weather .was desperately cold, the snow deep on the ground, and they all felt that they required to be fortified by good draughts of the whisky. We have before us a list of those indicted at Coupar for this contraband traffic about this time, and the number of convictions is extraordinary. The amount of whisky captured varies from 8 gallons to 110 gallons, and the various charges made by the preventive staff against the respective offenders for assault and molestation form a very racy and stirring narrative.

   In one case, heard in Coupar-Angus Court before Justices Captain Rattray and Mr Blair, 15th June 1797, the following evidence was given :—

   " David Rattray, excise officer in Meigle, unmarried, and aged 30, stated for the prosecution of a smuggler called Bruce, that he and Mr Dick, the supervisor, went into Bruce's house upon evidence that he was distilling privately. When they were about one hundred yards from the house Bruce came out, and with a great stick in his hand asked what had brought them there so soon, upon which they informed him that he had been reported to them for distilling privately. Bruce tlien informed them if they would go away that day and come back another

day, he would then allow them to search his house ; but he added he was determined they should not search his house that day. By this time the parties had come near the door of the house, and upon him saying to Bruce that he was determined to see within the house, Bruce threw off" his coat and knocked

on the ground with his stick, swearing that they might search every house in the place, but they would not search his. He then alighted from his horse, and Mr Dick, the supervisor, came up and Bruce took Mr Dick by the breast and spoke something in Gaelic to him which he did not understand. When Mr Dick came back, he informed him that it was nonsense to attempt it, as every man would be murdered if they entered the house. That when he persisted in going into the house, Bruce 
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went to the end of it and gave a loud whistle, and four men immediately came, two of whom were of the name of Robertson and Niven; and Niven lives in Auchinchapel, about five miles distant. That after this he and Mr Dick went with Bruce to Robertson's house and ate some bread and cheese, and at this time Bruce said, if they would not go near his house he would send the still down to Niven's house at Auchinchapel, that he might not be brought before the Justices ; and he likewise acknowledged that he had materials in the house, and added,

that in a fortnight they would be all wrought off, and he would pointedly at that time send down the still to Niven's house as he had promised. And after this he and Mr Dick went home. He further stated that he had got some whisky. Bruce gave their horses also some sheaves of barley, and as he would take no pay for them, he invited him down to Kirkmichael to get half a mutchkin of whisky. Bruce came down to Kirkmichael, and after the whisky was consumed they parted good friends. This is the truth as he shall answer to God."

   Few men in Dundee knew more about the contraband traffic from the official standpoint than a late well-known banker. His father was for many years supervisor at Coupar Angus during the early years of the 19th century, and stirring years these were. He had three officers under him at Coupar; three at Alyth; three at Blairgowrie, Kirkmichael, and the neighbourliood. They had their work cut out for them. Their instructions were—for the first offence, to capture the kegs and return the ponies at a charge of £1 a head; for the second offence, to call for a penalty; for the third offence, to inflict imprisonment. The supervisors when on duty were always mounted, and carried two pistols in their holsters. The gaugers wore no uniform, and were only mounted occasionally. They

were, as a rule, picked men of good character and training. In addition to keeping their eyes on the smugglers, they went round the public-houses every fortnight to take a note of their stores, and make their returns to the Commissioners of Excise. In 

 172                  AN ANGUS PARISH

 Dundee the excise office was in Barrack Street; and Mungo Park, a nephew of the great traveller, was then the collector's clerk in Dundee. When Supervisor Henderson was in the Coupar district, he was once attacked by a band of smugglers on the Muir of Blairgowrie, but drove them off by lashing right and left with his riding whip. On one occasion a man was observed by him going up the stair of the Lucken-booth, in Dundee, to the whisky stores of Provost Kay with a sack on his back. The supervisor stopped him and asked him what he

 was carrying.  Potatoes! he shouted.  On examination he discovered instead an anker in the sack.   The smuggler being caught on the stairs and not within the house, it did not go so hard with the Provost as it would have done had the anker been found within his premises.

 Mr Henderson remembered perfectly, when a boy, of seeing his father's house stocked with sword-sticks, flagons, bladder-skins, and bludgeons of all kinds, which were captured from the Highland smugglers.  They used to carry long flagons for stowing away whisky in special pockets, in their heavy coats,

and he remembered how these were utilised as foot-warmers for their beds when they were boys. About the year 1823, the supervisor and his officers finding it impossible to suppress the traffic, called upon the military authorities to assist them. In that year a sergeant and twelve dragoons took up their quarters

in the Strathmore Inn, Coupar-Angus. They were put at the service of the supervisor, but as the sympathies of the Scots Greys and other troopers were with the smugglers, they often refused to turn out at an emergency, on the ground that their horses were tired. These dragoons were kept at Coupar until

the year 1826. With their assistance, the supervisor once seized at Kirkmichael no less than 50 ankers, worth £6 an anker. The smugglers had been on the point of moving South with this huge cargo, when an informer gave them away. At that time an informer got as a reward as mucli as 2/6 a gallon.

   The ponies were given up on payment of £1 a head. The 
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 whisky was sold. The supervisor got so much of the spoil; so did the informers. The excise officers, the sergeant of dragoons, and each of his men got a shilling or two each. On one occasion Corbett, a good and zealous officer, and the supervisor were on the outlook at a wood near Meigle. Information had  reached them that a contingent of smugglers was on the way South, making straight for them. There being no signs, however, of their speedy approach, the supervisor proposed an adjournment to the Inn. There he asked Corbett to give them " Sheriffmuir " in his best and most vigorous style. Whilst Corbett was vociferating in grand form, the tricky smugglers, to his rage and discomfiture, slipped past with their precious cargo and were soon out of sight.

   The supervisor and his men were members of a whist club at Coupar. On one occasion, when they were all very keen over their game, the inn-keeper was quite as keen in storing rapidly away a number of ankers which had unexpectedly arrived. He remembered very well of seeing two smugglers on the road near Coupar. A dragoon noticed them also, put on his red coat, mounted his horse, and rode after them.  The smugglers, however, knocked in the ends of the kegs and allowed the whisky to escape. There was an officer called M'Culloch who did splendid service. A well-known smuggler called M'Gregor was coming along with his two ponies, but when he observed M'Culloch he stopped, cut the leather supports of the ankers, hid them, and disappeared. On another occasion M'Culloch

caught a Highlander, and in the struggle the bung of an anker was knocked out.   "Turn," M'Culloch shouted "Turn."

" Ugh ! " the Highlander said, " Every turn for me noo is the loss of whisky" (because the bung was out). The most notorious character about the Bridge of Cally district was a man named M'Kay. There was another very wild fellow, and a most dangerous character when he got drink, named Thomas M'Donald, generally known as Tom Badenoch. He was a terror in himself, but more so from the fact that he always 
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carried a big bludgeon studded w-ith nails. There was a brewer called George Fleming, known by reputation as a very quiet and correct man, and one who kept his premises in perfect order. George suddenly took a fancy for wearing an unusually tall hat, and the reason assigned for it was, that between the

top of the hat and the crown of his head a bladder of whisky was accommodated.    George was a very good fellow all the same, and seemed to thrive wonderfully, not so much, it was hinted, from his brewing business, as from his interest in the more potent tipple—a lot of which he could stow away on his head and under his steeple-shaped hat, and a good many other holes and corners besides.
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                    CHAPTER IX.

The Glenshee Smugglers—Coupar-Angua Scouts, 'Rovers, and Invaders—-An Over-zealous Officer—" Round about Beech Hill "—Blairgowrie Smugglers—The Mock Funeral—Crossing the Isla—The Burrelfcon Coach—On the best of Terms—Great Doings amongst the Sidlaws—The Dragoons and "Greys" at Work—Great Seizures in the Parish—Heavy Fining—The Favourite Holes and Corners—On the Road—Running the Whisky—The Bladder-skin Trick—Daring Smugglers and Runners—Fights over the Kegs—Local Incidents—A Prolonged Marriage Feast—Stories from Old Runners and     Distillers—Carousala on the Way Home—The Last Years of the Traffic—All over now.

MR HENDERSON knew of a smuggler from tlie Glenshee district who, on one occasion, was on his way South. Not knowing the locality very well, while crossing the Isla near Mudhole, he mistook the ford. The result was that his

pony and ankers met a watery grave, and the pool to this day is known to fishers and others as the " Honey Pool." Not long after this incident some half-a-dozen smugglers from the same quarter journeyed South, but were far more fortunate than their friend who lost his all. They successfully forded the Isia near the same spot, and having taken the precaution to send out scouts to ascertain how the land ahead lay, they learned that the supervisor and one of his officers had temporarily left Coupar-Angus. Accordingly, with great bravado, they gallantly

entered the town, and the smugglers and horses with ankers charged up Causeway-end helter-skelter in the grandest possible style. The only other representative of His Majesty in the town hurried forward to the scene, called upon certain of the inhabitants to assist him in defence of His Majesty's rights, but no willing hand came forward to lend assistance.   The smugglers continued on their way rejoicing to Dundee.
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   Another story is told of this same officer, who was a most amiable and inoffensive person, and far from well-fitted for such risky kind of official duty. He took it into his head that some smugglers were to make a descent upon Coupar, by way of Beech Hill, and he resolved to be in watch for them single-handed, and make a grand seizure for himself. Three smugglers by-and-by made their appearance, and the officer issued forth with the utmost boldness; but the smugglers seeing he was unsupported took strong measures to outwit him, and seizing paling staves, or anything else that was handy, thrashed His Majesty's representative most unmercifully, and he was heard holloaing with all his might, "Round about Beech Hill," "Round about Beech Hill," but no succour coming from

 round about Beech Hill, the poor officer was glad to "slink doon the brae" as best he could without any assistance from Beech Hill—a wiser man than when he set out—and he did not repeat, unassisted, any more adventures of a similar

character.

   Recurring to the dashing affair of the smugglers at Coupar-Angus. Having disposed of their goods at Dundee to considerable advantage, they retraced their steps homewards ; but as Coupar-Angus had been so kind on their way South, they resolved to spend some time there on their return. One of the party had to hurry home, and he was entrusted with the ponies. They were tied with a straw rope, each head to the tail of the one in front—in Indian file order—he leading the foremost one.

   Upon reaching the Bridge of Isia the smuggler turned round to see how matters were going on. Lo ! great indeed was his surprise when he found that the one he was leading was all his charge. He had, therefore, to retrace his steps towards Coupar-Angus, where he found his absent steeds quietly enjoying themselves in a weaver's kail-yard at Causeway-end. 

  A Blairgowrie officer happening to be in the Cally district, accidentally came upon a smuggler with two ankers, and he had to invoke the aid of a farmer for a man and a cart to take 
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his seizure to Blairgowrie. The exciseman and the ploughman walked at the horse's head, and the smuggler followed behind the cart. The smuggler had been joined by a friend on the road, and, darkness coming on, they mysteriously disappeared, and on reaching Blairgowrie, great was the officer's chagrin to

find that the whisky was gone and the rear-guard also. The supervisor at Coupar-Angus, as was not unusual, resolved one evening to make a call upon " an auld croney " in the neighbourhood of the Tinker's Market, and having had their crack, the time came when they must part. The night was very dark, and there being no lamp in the long, dark passages, His Majesty's representative was greatly surprised at stumbling over something in the way which brought him to his knees and made the blood trickle from his nose. On trying to ascertain

the cause of his mishap, he found two ankers lying, and, bein" rather enraged, he said: "Noo, Tamson, since you have been so stupid as to put the whisky in my way, and broken my nose you must just pay the penalty."

   On one occasion, a Strathmore publican called Pryde refused to pay for an anker at the price bargained for with a Lochaber man, but treacherously sent him with it to the house of the local gauger. The officer asked him who sent him. Having been informed, the officer told the smuggler to say that he was from home.   Thereupon, the publican paid him down the money at once. No sooner was it paid than the officer dropped in and seized the anker.

  Another good story from Coupar-Angus was told us by a parishioner. A detachment of smugglers had a considerable number of kegs ready to run across tlie Bridge of Isia at Bendochy, but nothing could be done, because the gaugers were keeping a very sharp look out. They used to chaff each other, the one party saying—" Oh ! we will do it yet;" while the other party retorted, " but you will not do it." At length the smugglers fairly outwitted the gaugers. Getting a few men from the neighbourhood dressed up, they organised a funeral, 
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and in this way they got the stuff safely over from Bendochy, and most cleverly bamboozled the officers.

   A gauger, we were informed, once proceeded to search a house in Coupar-Angus. The lady who told the story said, when the gauger entered there was a keg lying on the floor, but she took off her apron, put it over the keg, then put down  the wash-hand basin and proceeded quite coolly to wash herself on the keg. He missed that keg, at any rate, she remarked.

   In the neiglibourhood of Coupar-Angus and Blairgowrie, there were many people who kept up a good social style, and had private carriages and conveyances. It was not unusual, in the absence of the head of the house, for smugglers to come to terms with coachmen and grooms, and have a night or two in running whisky in those private carriages. A son of a supervisor informed us that this plan was most successfully put into operation, and was most difficult to suppress. There was a coach, which came to be known as the Burrelton Coach, which ran at all hours of the night, and to very many its unaccountable journeys at hours so mysterious could only be explained by its being employed in doing a roaring trade. It was not a regular mail coach at all, nor was it a coach for

passengers ; but all the same it passed along in all the stately style and flying eagerness of the old coaching days, with many a rich freight, it was pretty well-known, for wealthy men in the trade.

   None of the old supervisors are alive. Many of them had a peculiarly difficult duty to perform, and not a few of them did not push their arbitrary powers of suppression and seizure to an extreme. As highly paid officials, they had to make some appearance of zeal; but we were informed that they allowed many of the better class men from the far North to make a successful run, and took occasionally different roads from those specially named by informers. There was no doubt between the Government officials and certain of the Highlanders a

sympathy brought about by what we have heard described as 

                 IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY.            179

the blended bonds of affection.   The son of a supervisor informed us that many a fine salmon and grand basket of trout was quietly handed in for kindly favours conferred, and long after the traffic ceased many fine presents of trout came from far-away corners in the remote Highlands, as pleasing mementos of the days of auld-lang-syne. Friendships romantically formed upon the road only terminated in many cases with death.

   A famed district for contraband traffic during the French War was the hilly district of the Sidlaws to the North of this parish. This was quite a smugglers' haunt, and most of the people in the neighbourhood co-operated in the running of the whisky to Dundee. In March 1813, three excise officers seized no less than nine and a half ankers of Highland whisky—consisting of 95 gallons—concealed in a field near the Sidlaws. They put it into a cart and proceeded with the spoil to Dundee. In a lonely part of the road, however, they were suddenly attacked

by three powerful Highlanders, who assailed them with sticks and stones. The fight raged with great fury for more than an hour. One of the smugglers received a shot in the neck, and one of the officers got severe cuts in the head from the

smugglers. During the scuffle the smugglers abstracted three and a half ankers from the cart, and hid them in a plantation at the side of the road; but the officers brought off the other six, and lodged them in the Excise Office, Dundee. The fight was witnessed by several farmers on their way to market, but

they refused to render any assistance to His Majesty's officials. 

   Such encounters occurred too frequently, and the law was defied to the uttermost. The authorities soon discovered that much more stringent measures must be adopted with such lawless and desperate characters. A troop of the Scots Greys was stationed at Perth, and a few troopers of the same regiment at Coupar-Angus and Forfar to overawe the wild Highlanders. Mounted revenue officers, fully armed, were also sent out to patrol the roads, stop carts, hunt out and destroy the bothies, and take offenders before the Justices of the Peace. The usual 
