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CHAPTER I 

T H E CARSWELLS OF K I R K C U D B R I G H T 

According to tradition, Kirkcud­
brightshire was the homeland of the 
branch ofthe Carswell family that con­
cerns us here.[l] Tucked away in the se­
cluded southwest corner of Scotland, this 
shire is a central part ofthe ancient Pictish 
province of Galloway, which is comprised 
ofthe 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 Cariyle, 
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 ofthe 
characteristics of these people are evident 
in the poetry of Robert Burns, perhaps 
the best known ofthe native sons. 

Family tradition remained just that, 

tradition, until 1988 when Frederick Wil­
Uam 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 ofthe 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 ofthe 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 ofthe 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 
£Cin Brounhill", Kirkgunzeon Parish, 
Kirkcudbrightshire, in 1778. Places near 
this parish shown on maps in standard 
atlases are Dalbeattie and New Abbey, 
west ofthe 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 Uving 
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 BrounhiU and 
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Betty, their seventh child, was born in 
Tarkirrah, Kirkgunzeon Parish. F.W. 
CarsweU notes that Tarkirrah is the name 
of a 250-acre (100 ha) farm and that two 
more children were born there. Thomas 
is 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 Usted 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 weU into middle age; Robert, the 
eldest, was sixty years old and had a 
grown family. Similarly, WiUiam, the 
next son in order of birth and fifty-eight 
years of age, had Uved 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 Usted in Tarkirrah in 
the 1841 census (spelt Tirkirrow in the 
census), but by the time ofthe 1851 cen­
sus he had estabUshed himself as a mer­
chant at Dalbeattie. [5,6] 

Thomas (b. 1787), the fourth son, 
married jAnn 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 aU were born in Kirkgun­
zeon Parish. Thomas (b. 1787) may have 
been obUged to move around a good deal 
to find work, since he had three older 
brothers to claim seniority near to home, 
so the details ofthe births of his children 
are scattered in the records. In 1829, 
however, when their eighth child, Anne, 
was born, the family was Uving in 
Greenbrier, Newabbey Parish, the parish 
to the east of Kirkgunzeon. At the time 
ofthe 1841 census, Thomas (b. 1787) 
and his family were Uving in Newabbey 
Parish, and both he and his son WiUiam 
are Usted as dyke builders in the cen­
suses] The low stone waUs, or dykes, 
enclosing the fields are a feature ofthe 
GaUoway landscape, and building and 
maintaining them in good order was an 
important trade. Thomas (b. 1787) is the 
oldest of this branch ofthe CarsweU fam­
ily to move to the New World, and wiU 
appear again in this history. 

The youngest son of Thomas (b. 
1747) and Janet Sloan was AUan. 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 
Scodand 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 
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leaving Scotland. From the data in the 
letter, AUan and his family migrated in 
1847 or earUer. 

Although Thomas (b. 1787) was the 
oldest member of this branch ofthe 
CarsweU clan to move to the New World, 
it seems unUkely the idea originated with 
him. More probably, the younger mem­
bers saw emigration as their only hope of 
escaping a life of grinding poverty. Dur­
ing their early manhood, the economic 
depression foUowing the Napoleonic wars 
exacerbated the effects ofthe Industrial 
Revolution, and in the same period 
changes in land tenure swept through the 
country. Both farm- and factory-workers 
could barely keep body and soul together 
on their poor incomes. With older broth­
ers to claim priority, and with dismal em­
ployment prospects, it is not surprising 
that the younger members ofthe family 
looked abroad. [7] 

If jAUan and his family had already 
moved to the United States his letters 
home would be discussed from every 
imaginable angle by those seated around 
the Carswell hearths in the evenings. 
Subsequent events, described later, sug­
gest that John, the third son of Thomas 
(b. 1787), may have learned of a philan­
thropist, originaUy from Dumfries, who 
was assisting settlers from Scodand to 
emigrate to Canada. [8,9] George, the 
fifth son, may have had even more influ­
ence since, according to family tradition, 
he was a sailor and had gained first-hand 
experience from several transatlantic voy­
ages. [10] Tradition does not say when 
these were made but they probably were 

in the early 1840s, while he was stiU a 
bachelor. 

George was a ship's-carpenter, and at 
the time the carpenter was an important 
member ofthe crew. Although steam-
powered ships were common on the 
rivers of England and Scotland as weU as 
in coastal trade by that time, only wooden 
ships powered by the wind were used in 
ocean service. Tradition does not say 
how George entered on this trade. Note, 
however, that Dumfries and other smaU 
ports along the Solway Firth were much 
more active in his day than they are 
now. [2] The taU ships in these ports may 
have looked more attractive than the poor 
prospects ashore, or they may have of­
fered the only employment to be found. 

Stories of George's maritime experi­
ences have not survived, but we can be 
sure the crossings were long and arduous. 
In addition to daUy chores to keep the 
vessel in working order, the carpenter 
could have dangerous tasks during storms 
at sea. He was, for example, expected to 
help clear masts and rigging that had bro­
ken and crashed on the decks in severe 
storms, before the tangled mess unbalance 
the ship and capsized it. Another danger­
ous responsibiUty was attempting to 
block holes in the huU at the water line, 
usuaUy resulting from scrapes on rocks or 
coUisions with other ships. By the nature 
of the cause, these repairs usuaUy had to 
be done at sea, over the ship's side. The 
standard practice was to try to fasten 
boards and sail cloth over the hole to 
minimize the amount of water that flood­
ed on board, so the ship would stay afloat 








































































































