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CHAPTER I

THE CARSWELLS OF KIRKCUDBRIGHT

According to tradition, Kirkcud-
brightshire was the homeland of the
branch of the Carswell family that con-
cerns us here.[1] Tucked away in the se-
cluded southwest corner of Scotland, this
shire is a central part of the ancient Pictish
province of Galloway, which is comprised
of the modern shires of Kirkcudbright
and Wigtown, plus the southern part of
Ayrshire. Galloway is separated from
England to south by the Solway Firth.

To the east, across the River Nith, is
Dumfriesshire, to the west is the Irish
Sea, and to the north are the more popu-
lous parts of Ayr-, Lanark- and Renfrew-
shire.

It is said that when Queen Victoria
sought the opinion of Thomas Carlyle,
the Scottish historian and essayist, on the
most beautiful scenery in all of Scotland,
he named a road that parallels the Solway
coastline of Galloway. Inland from the
beaches and rugged headlands the country
is hilly, with outcrops of granite and
shale. Small fields, enclosed by low stone
walls, nestle among these heather hills.

Native Gallowegians trace their his-
tory to pre-Roman times and, throughout
the ages, maintain a certain cohesion and
independence. At different periods in
their history, they have resisted incursions
of Romans, English, and even the Scots
under Robert the Bruce.[2] Some of the
characteristics of these people are evident
in the poetry of Robert Burns, perhaps
the best known of the native sons.

Family tradition remained just that,

tradition, until 1988 when Frederick Wil-
liam Carswell and his wife, Anne, visited
Galloway and launched serious investiga-
tions. Quite a number of Carswell fami-
lies appear in the local records and, given
the reoccurrence of the same given names
generation after generation, the records
can be confusing. In spite of this com-
plexity, they were able to confirm tradi-
tional features and fill in important de-
tails. They traced our branch of the fam-

" ily back through the generations to

Thomas Carswell who was born about
1747 and his wife, Janet Sloan, who was
born a couple of years later.[3,4] Over
the years since these breakthroughs, F.W.
Carswell and others have greatly extended
the history of this branch of the Carswell
family.

The first child of Thomas and Janet
whose birth is to be found in the Old Pa-
rochial Records of Scotland is Margaret.
See Appendixes 1 and 4. She was born
“in Brounhill”, Kirkgunzeon Parish,
Kirkcudbrightshire, in 1778. Places near
this parish shown on maps in standard
atlases are Dalbeattie and New Abbey,
west of the River Nith from Dumfries.
Brounhill, spelt Brownhill in some places,
is probably the name of a farm or hamlet,
and the designation “in Brounhill” indi-
cates that Margaret’s parents were living
there but that they did not own the prop-

erty.[4]
Five more children were born to

Thomas and Janet at this location. The
family then moved from Brounbhill and



Betty, their seventh child, was born in
Tarkirrah, Kirkgunzeon Parish. F.W.
Carswell notes that Tarkirrah is the name
of a 250-acre (100 ha) farm and that two
more children were born there. Thomas
1s buried in the ancient Kirkgunzeon cem
etery, where his gravestone shows that he
died at age ninety-two on 31 March,
1839. His wife is listed in the 1841 cen-
sus with the family of her son John, but
died later that year.[5]

By the time Thomas died his sons
were well into middle age; Robert, the
eldest, was sixty years old and had a
grown family. Similarly, William, the
next son in order of birth and fifty-eight
years of age, had lived at several different
places in Kirkgunzeon Parish during the
years in which his children were born al-
though, apparently, was working at
Tarkirrah farm at the time of his death.
Both men died a few years after their fa-
ther. John, the third eldest son, managed
the farm as his father grew older and car-
ried on there after his father’s death. He
and his family are listed in Tarkirrah in
the 1841 census (spelt Tirkirrow in the
census), but by the time of the 1851 cen-
sus he had established himself as a mer-
chant at Dalbeattie.[5,6]

Thomas (b. 1787), the fourth son,
married Ann Heron Kirkpatrick when
both he and his bride were about twenty-
three years old. Their first child, named
Thomas after his paternal grandfather, in
accord with custom, was born in Bank-
foot, the home of Ann’s parents, on 1
April 1810. Dates and places of birth of
later children are somewhat conjectural

but probably all were born in Kirkgun-
zeon Parish. Thomas (b. 1787) may have
been obliged to move around a good deal
to find work, since he had three older
brothers to claim seniority near to home,
so the details of the births of his children
are scattered in the records. In 1829,
however, when their eighth child, Anne,
was born, the family was living in
Greenbrier, Newabbey Parish, the parish
to the east of Kirkgunzeon. At the time
of the 1841 census, Thomas (b. 1787)
and his family were living in Newabbey
Parish, and both he and his son William
are listed as dyke builders in the cen-
sus.[5] The low stone walls, or dykes,
enclosing the fields are a feature of the
Galloway landscape, and building and
maintaining them in good order was an
important trade. Thomas (b. 1787) is the
oldest of this branch of the Carswell fam-
ily to move to the New World, and will
appear again in this history.

The youngest son of Thomas (b.
1747) and Janet Sloan was Allan. He
married Janet Johnston and they had nine
children, the first five of which were born
in Scotland. Records of the births of the
youngest four have not been located. He
and his family emigrated to the United
States and perhaps they were born there.
If such was the case, it would date the
migration in the mid-1820s, but this is
speculative at present. A letter, dated 27
December 1854, he wrote from his home
in New York state to an acquaintance in
Scotland is reproduced in Appendix 5.
The letter makes quite clear that he and
his family are thriving in the United
States, and that he has no regrets about































































































































































