THE INVERGORDON OF LONG AGO – MISS INA MACLEOD INVERGORDON

After listening to Mrs Wilson’s splendid talk of old Invergordon I started to think about old Invergordon as I remembered it in my very young days – also, in my not so young days – long before Mrs Wilson came to live here.

At one time there were no houses at all in the Saltburn Road – just fields and trees all the way to Saltburn and, of course, no cottages where they are now and no hospital.  The cottages were built during the First World War, I believe mostly by women workers and they were only supposed to last for ten years.  

The first house to be built in the Saltburn road was called ‘Gordon Ville’, now called ‘Hamewith.  It was built for a Mr Geordie Gordon who had a grocer’s shop in Bank Street, which later was taken over by Mr Alexander Fraser, Mrs Cooper’s father.  Poor Mr Gordon died before the house was finished and the late Provost A.W. Ross and his wife bought it and lived there until he died.  

I can recall that there was a gate at the foot of the present cottage brae which led into the small wood – it was called ‘The Iron Gate’ and as children we were always frightened to pass it as a man was supposed to have been murdered there.  

There was a clay pit where Frews Garage is and every Hogmanay the bonfire was lit there – everybody gathered round and at the stroke of midnight it was set alight, torch bearers having marched up the High Street with lighted torches.   I can still remember the thrill it was to be taken to the bonfire for the first time.  There was dancing round the bonfire and everyone shaking hands and wishing each other a happy New Year.

The only house up by the war memorial was the house Dr Macaulay stays in.  An old lady – a Mrs Shearer- lived there and had cows and hens and sold milk.  I remember my father telling us about one of her sons – Jock Shearer who was a very likeable fellow but at times got the worse for drink.  This particular Saturday Jock got very drunk, taking advantage of the fact that his mother had gone away for the weekend.  My father all his life never touched strong drink of any kind.  This particular Saturday he saw Jock very drunk and helped him home.  Jock insisted that my father should go into the house for a glass of milk, saying ‘the old wife is away’.  They had just gone into the room when the door opened and old Mrs Shearer came in and chased my father out of the house. She had come home unexpectedly, did not recognise him and thought it was just a man drinking with her son.  First thing next morning she was down at our house, full of apologies and with a present of eggs, butter and milk.  

There were no houses in Munro Street and no oil tanks, a road went right up from the High Street through where the tanks are now and joined the road to Inverbreakie, etc.

  There were only three houses in Cromlet Drive – The Manse, Cromlet House, where the Postmaster now lives and the big house next the Golf Club House – a solicitor – a Mr John Sandison lived there. 

Fields were just behind the Station and a path led you to the American Gardens where the Golf Course now is.  The American Gardens were lovely – full of flowers, trees and a lily pond – a very popular walk with everybody. 

Invergordon Castle was quite near the Gardens, the Macleods of Cadboll lived there and their children attended the local school.

When we were going away anywhere by train we used to go by a short cut through the Town Park,  climb over a big gate and down a path to the railway line and then on to the station.  I get the name of always being late and in those far away days I must have been late then too as I can remember always rushing to get down the path and over the line before the train would come.

We had a visit from the  Home Fleet twice a year, in the spring and in the autumn.  The whole Firth from Cromarty right up as far as Evanton would be full of ships, battle, torpedo boats, submarines etc.

When the ships were in Port the naval dances were very popular – they were held in the YMCA hall, the Town Hall and the Territorial Hall – the halls all decorated with flags and a ship’s band providing the music.  When I was about 17 years I had a waltz from a young naval lieutenant, who now is Lord Louis Mountbatten – Prince Philip’s uncle.  

It was a lovely sight to see the sailors and the marines out marching, going in different direction and the full brass bands playing.  

When I was very young I used to love going down the pier to watch the weekly steamers – ‘The Airn home’ and the ‘James Crombie’ come in and unload passengers from Aberdeen, Edinburgh etc., and then watch them leaving again with fresh passengers.

There was a Model Lodging House in King Street where tinkers lived.  I particularly remember one wild looking tinker called ‘Donald Big Hugh’ – then there was ‘Bellack the Rackets and Geordie the Rackets’ who were always drunk.

Down at the foot of the present ‘Oakesvilla’ the big house at the east end of the High Street, with the lovely iron gate, which incidentally was made in Invergordon by a local blacksmith – were two small cottages occupied by two sisters – May Bain and Kate Bain – they were in charge of two bathing huts opposite their gardens just beside the sea.  At one time you could walk down by the sea from the present swimming pool right to the piers.  

The great event of the year was the local regatta which was held in the basin between the two piers – people came from far and near to watch it – the greasy pole being the big attraction.

During the First World War Invergordon was a very busy place with thousands of men employed in the Dockyard.  They lived in Huts from ‘A’ to ‘Z’ and there was a big, busy Post office situated in the middle of the huts.  Mrs Edwin Corbett and I were the first girl telegraph messenger in Invergordon – we were 14 years at the time and were well acquainted with the huts as we were always delivering telegrams up there.  There were also thousands of soldiers in huts up the Castle Road – Cameron Highlanders and Army Service Corps etc.  Dozens of Metropolitan Policemen direct from London were here and they guarded the Dockyard gates – American Naval men were also here.  

At that time we had a Theatre called the ‘Empire’ and they had first class plays – some of the artistes coming direct from London etc.  

There was also a first class Picture House called ‘Lascala’ and down in Outram Street we had what was called ‘The Bug House’, a very small, popular theatre. 

After the war we had a very popular pierrot troupe – all local artistes who entertained us in Invergordon and throughout the district collecting money for charities.

The ‘Lascala’ was situated in the High Street where Gilbert Ross’s shop now is.  Upstairs at the ‘Lascala’ was a first class restaurant – down one side of the building, right down to Clyde Street were several shops – a chemists, grocers, barbers, fish shop, sweet shop and a tailors.

In Munro Street there was a Co-operative Society and at the top of Joss Street a big laundry and a big garage up the present Esk Lane.  Joss Street ended at number 23 – there were no other houses, but a big Gas Works where the Flats are now.  When the Gas Works were taken away the show grounds were there.  The shows were a great attraction especially when the sailors came ashore.

Before the Royal Hotel was built the Victoria Hotel was there – a very small,  busy establishment.  After the war things in the town got quieter and mysterious fires took place at different times.  The Laundry went up in flames, as did the Co-operative, the ‘Lascala’ and all the shops – also the ‘Empire Theatre’ and the garage in Esk Lane.  

Several local characters were known by their nicknames – for instance, a John Ross who had one leg was called ‘Jock the leg’, a man with one arm was called ‘Kenny the Wing’, and ‘Jack the Yank’ was an American who landed in Invergordon.  He was the town crier for a while and he used to go round the doors delivering a newspaper called ‘The Highland News’ on Saturday nights.  My mother gave him tea every Saturday night for years.  

‘Harry Pockets’ was a Cockney who visited the town without fail once or twice a year – he was called ‘Harry Pockets’ because he always wore several coats with pockets in them.  He was supposed to have plenty of money although he went about like a beggar.  

The foreman of the Bone Mill was called ’40 Bags’ – he used to go to the telephone while doing business and would say ’40 Bags coming through the phone – make your own arrangements’.  A Miss Kate Munro was in charge of the Good Templars – she was called ‘Kate the Tin’ and her brother was called ‘Davey the Tin’.  They lived in a house opposite the Royal Hotel and sold paraffin in a room in the house – their old mother who was never seen lived there too and when you went in to buy paraffin you would no know if it were the mother or the parrot you would hear shouting.  

Kirsty Kerr was an old lady who lived in Clyde Street – she lived in a room in the bottom flat of a big house called ‘The Doocat’.  She sold lemonade on half-holidays and Sundays – she always gave me on of Ross the Baker’s wine biscuits. 

Peter Lochrin was another great character – he had a shop at the foot of King Street.  Covent Gardens was a fruit and flower shop in King Street run by a Cockney.  Then there was a ‘Penny Wull’ and a upenny Wull’, a ‘Scarapooka’, a ‘Shackamole’, a ‘Wicked Willie’ etc.

In the early days of my childhood I remember ‘Charlie the Gas’ who was a great character.  He was quite harmless until he got drunk then he did much mischief breaking into houses etc. and then went missing for weeks.  He used to hide in the woods.  My sister Mary and her chum used to go up to Blackpark for milk and they would be saying to each other ‘ I hope we don’t meet ‘Charlie the Gas’ – he would be lying behind the bushes and would hear them and would tell them this later.  They used to say that old Mrs Robertson – Blackpark gave him food when he was in hiding.  One night he broke into a house at 141 High Street – we lived at 137 High Street – a Mrs Arnott – an English lady and her son Harry lived there.  Mrs Arnott was screaming and her parrot was calling ‘Oh, my back’ as Charlie had thrown him out of the window.  Charlie escaped through an upstairs window.  My father along with some of the neighbours went to help Mrs Arnott and they all had to go to court to give evidence against Charlie.  Charlie was very fond of children and that same night before the break-in he gave me a penny.  One day my mother was up in Inverness and saw Charlie being escorted along the street by policemen on his way to be tried for some of his crimes.  He saw my mother and shouted to her – ‘Hello Mrs Macleod’ – she was quite ashamed.  When he would get out of prison after being away for some time, word would go around ‘Charlie is out’ and everyone would then make sure that their windows and doors were locked. 

 During the first world war while I was still in school I remember how excited we all were to see Russian refugees going on the train at Invergordon Station. They had come to Invergordon by boat and a train took them from the boat through the Dockyard right into the station – some of them marched down the High Street.  There were ladies and gentlemen and children – some of them were dressed in lovely long fur coats and big fur boots.  Only a few of them could speak a word of English and of course no one knew where they came from and where they were going.  The ladies were very good looking and the men very handsome.  In later years no one would believe that this had taken place, but I am sure quite a few people here tonight will remember this.

I do hope this has not bored you all, but I thought some of the old Invergordonites,  there are a few here tonight, would enjoy hearing something about their dear old town – things they might have forgotten.  I think I preferred the old Invergordon of long ago. 

