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Evan Charles Sutherland was born in October 1835, the third son of George 
Mackay Sutherland of Rhives and Elizabeth Walker of Crow Nest, Halifax. 

When Lt George Mackay Sutherland came to Halifax as a recruiting officer of 
the 93rd Highlanders, it is said that he met his future bride, Elizabeth Walker, 
at a ball in the town. Perhaps the attraction of beauty and wealth was 
overwhelming. A £32,000 marriage settlement was agreed and the wedding 
took place on the 19th October 1828 in Halifax Parish Church. 

The Walkers, originally of yeoman stock, were farmers and industrialists, who 
had acquired land, property, influence and status in the area. William Walker, 
Elizabeth's grandfather chartered a vessel, which sailed to the Baltic and 
Russia, with him on board, to purchase the timber for his two mansions, Cliffe 
Hill and Crow Nest. The latter was designed by the famous Yorkshire 
architect, John Carr, and had a lodge gatehouse at one end of the long 
carriage-way and a triumphal arch at the other. Many people said that 
stepping into John Walker, her father's office at his bank, was like entering the 
.. lion's den"! 

Elizabeth inherited these estates when her brother died in Italy in 1830, and 
her first child was born at Crow Nest But when George Mackay bought a 500 
acre estate, "Udale", on the Black Isle, the fumily moved to Scotland, and 
George, now a captain in the Light Dragoons, le11: the army to n..!11 the estate. 
Sadly a second son born in 1833, John, died in infancy and was buried at Kirk 
Michael. Tragedy struck again, when George Sackville, named after his 
paternal grandfather, died aged twelve in 1843. So, the future destiny of the 
Suthertand-Walker estates .now lay '1ull squaren on the shoulders of the seven 
year old Evan Charles. 

During Evan Charles' formative years, his mother became pre-occupied by 
the wayward behaviour and mental instability of her unmarried sister, Ann 
Walker, of Cliffe Hill. She frequently travelled by packet boat, train and coach 
to Halifax and London to consult with doctors, solicitors and lawyers, 
regarding "her poor dear sister", so described in numerous letters. Supported 
by her husband, together they were present when her sister was taken from 
Shibden Hall (which her sister had inherited) to the ·Retreat" in York. The 
constant worry sorely enfeebled the mental and physical strength of Elizabeth 
and led to her untimely death in 1844. George was obliged to take up 
residence at Shibden to run his wife's and sister-in-law's estates. He also had 
the task of ensuring that his son would become the sole beneficiary on Ann 
Walker's death. Not surprisingly he remarried in H~446> and Evan Charles and I ii'-'- 0 

his sisters acquired a step-mother in Mary Elizabeth, the daughter of John 
Haigh of Savile Hall, Halifax. In March 184 7 a step-sister, named after her 
mother, was born and a month later, after a three day illness, their father was 
dead. George Mackay was interred at Lightcliffe alongside his eldest 
daughter, who died the previous year aged fifteen. 
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It is difficult to assess what impact these tragic events had on the young Evan 
Charles, aged eleven, and his sisters, Elizabeth, aged fourteen, and Ann, a 
child of nine years. They were placed in the care of their step-mother, her 
father, their uncle, Henry Edwards of Pye Nest, the family solicitor, Robert 
Parker and Major Honeyman Macqueen Mackay of Coates House, Edinburgh. 

Fortuitously, just before his death, George Mackay had finally persuaded his 
sister-in-law, Ann Walker, to bequeath all the family estates in Halifax to his 
son. She had agreed, on condition that Evan Charles adopt the family name 
of Walker (as well as his own) and take up the Walker coat of Arms, which he 
did, though tater he dropped the Walker name. This was known as the 
"Sutherland-Walker Estates Act" of 1866. On the death of his first wife, 
George Mackay sold the Udale Estate and purchased the estate of 
"Aberarder" in Strathnaim, with its shooting lodge and the House of Brin on its 
12,000 acres. 

In 18'ro Evan's sister, Elizabeth, married in Inverness David Sinclair Wemyss, 
who had inherited -the estates of "Southdun" in Caithness. Their grand
mothers Jean and Janet Mackay were sisters. TI1ey brought up their family at 
the castle, Ackergill Tower, where they lived with David's bachelor uncie, Sir 
George Sutherland Dunbar, the son of the 6th Lord Duffus. 

Evan's younger sister, Ann Walker Sutherland, married in 1856 Captain Henry 
William Stansfeld, a coal proprietor, of Floc.kton Manor House, near 
Wakefield. The Star.steids of Hope Hall, Halifax, had~ lineage dating back to 
the No1man Conquest, with Warin and Jordan de Stansfeld. Later wealth 
c-.ame from the textile industry and several Stansfelds were barristers, judges, 
politicians and military men with distinguished 5ervice. 

When Evan Chartes came of age, there were great rejoicings and 
celebrations in Lightcliffe and on the Aberarder estate. He was now a young 
. man of substantial means with three large estates to his name. In 1854 he . 
sold Cliffe Hill to the Foster family of Black Dyke Mills, after which a famous 
Brass Band was named and which won many National Championships. Then 
on the third of February 1859, he married Alice Sophia Tudor, daughter of 
Henry Tudor, stock-broker of Portland Place, London. That same year he 
terminated Sir Titus Salt's lease on Crow Nest so he could set up home there. 
His first five children were born in Halifax. 

During this period the more benevolent nature of Evan Charles was quite 
evident He provided land and money for the erection of a large day school, 
which bears his initials and still stands today. At the opening ceremony, in 
response to the address of gratitude, he responded that, "he had built the 
school, not for personal glorification, but from an honest desire to do good." 
In light of the evidence of his tenure of "Skibo Castle", it is possible that his 
motives were somewhat a mixture of the two sentiments. 
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Sir Titus Salt, the former tenant, purchased Crow Nest in 1867, when Evan 
Charles decided to take up residency at Aberarder. Sir Titus, whose wealth 
came from the manufacture of atpaca cloth, is famous for building ·a model 
village for his workers at Saltaire, near Bradford. His mills were the largest in 
Yorkshire and he provided 800 homes for his workers, as well as schools, a 
hospital, library, baths and almshouses. 

While Alice Sophia bore three more children at Aberarder, Evan Charles 
busied himself with improvements on the estate. He set about enlarging and 
refurbishing the shooting lodge. He purchased extra land so he could fish in 
the waters of Lake Ruthven, adding to the profitability of the estate. Family 
letters show how frequently close and distant relatives made visits to Brin 
House and how much they enjoyed the hospitality of their hosts. Others 
arrived seeking advice and money, which seem to have been given readily on 
both counts. He became the guardian of his sister Bizabeth's children when 
their parents died and he ensured they were well educated and he managed 
their trust funds. Similarly he helped manage the Forss Trust of his Sinclair 
relatives. He appears to have been a pivot, ar<?und which his extended family 
revolved. 

One has to wonder why, in middle age, he wished to take on the challenge of 
the reconstruction and refurbishment of the estate and castle at ~Skibo·. Was 
he gradually blighted by the madness which affected his aunt? Whatever it 
was that deluded him to treat his estate tenants so shabbily, it certainly cost 
him his wealth and reputation. Meantime his heir, William Tudor, disgiaced 
himself so badly that no-one in the family ever spoke about him, and even his 
father finally refused to countenance him as a beneficiary of his will. Evan 
Chartes showed more concern and compassion towards his childhood nurse. 
He set aside money for the upkeep of her grave. 

On the 24th July 1913, Evan Chartes died of an aneurysm of the aorta at 7 
Falkland Place, Cheniston Gardens, London, with his son Major AJic 
Sutherland of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders in attendance. The 
complexities of the innumerable law-suits revolving- around his tenure of Skibo 
Castle meant that it was 9 years after his death when his last will and 
testament was finally proved on the fourth of September 1922. Surprisingly, 
his last wish was to be buried, without ceremony, at Domoch. I wonder if he 
was! 
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TRAGIC CONSEQUENCES OF INSANITY 

~~cy/~ 
Two years ago I finally located my aunt's house in Flockton, Yorkshire, where my paternal 
grandfather died in 1948. 

Greenhead House was such an unusual property that I wished to know more about its former 
occupants and history. My research began in earnest with the names of two Scottish girls, Janet 
Mackay Sinclair Wemyss and her sister, Mary, whose names appeared on the 1881 census 
returns. 

From five cottages the house had been converted for their arrival by Captain Henry William 
Stansfeld ofFlockton Manor. His wife's nieces were made "wards of court" on the death of 
their parents. Previously they had lived at Ackergill Tower, a castie in Caithness with their great 
uncle Sir George Sutherland, of the Dunbar / Duffus line. 

Their mother, Elizabeth Sutherland, had married David Sinclair Wemyss of Southdun in 1851. 
Their aunt in Flockton was Ann Walker Sutherland, before her marriage, and their uncle was 
Evan Charles Sutherland, later of Skibo Castle. 

These Sutherlands with Yorkshire estates in Halifax was an intriguing notion and required 
further investigation. Janet and Mary's grandfather was George Mackay Sutherland who came 
to Halifax as a recruiting officer, and at a ball in the town he met a local wealthy heiress. 
Perhaps he was not only attracted by her beauty but swayed by the prospect of her £32,000 
wedding settlement. They were duly married at Halifax Parish Church on the 29th October in 
1828. 

---- - ------

NR-HFll..lF'AX 

George's new wife, Elizabeth Walker was the daughter of John and Mary, whose family wealth 
initially came from farming and later from woolstapling and the manufacture of cloth. The 
family acquired land, property and status. One of their mansions, complete with lodge, carriage 
drive and triumphal arch was Crow Nest, designed by the famous architect John Carr in 
Palladian style. Their second mansion, Cliffe Hill, was situated on adjoining parkland. 
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Ge~rge and Elizabeth raised six children on the 500 acre estate in Udale on the Black Isle. Sadly 
their youngest son, John, a sickly child, died in 1836 and was buried at Kirk Michael. But it was 
the next decade which brought in its wake, heartbreak and tragedy, which finally took its toll on 
the family. 

Ann_Wal~er, Elizabeth's unmarried younger sister, began to show disturbing signs of instability 
and msamty. For many years Ann had been the constant companion of Anne Lister, a lady of 
overt lesbian disposition and the owner of Shibden Hall in Halifax. The pair frequently travelled 
abroad, but in 1840 Anne Lister died during their return journey from Russia. In her will she left 
Ann Walker "a life interest" in Shibden Hall. 
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When wnts were issued on Am1 Walker by the Lister family, concerning unpaid travelling 
expenses incurred during the Russian tour, the legal wrangling became bitter and court action 
wac;; threatened. Ann' s management of her estate became erratic and wayward and her mental 
state disturbed. Robert Parker, the family solicitor in Halifax warned George and Elizabeth of 
possible dire consequences, that Ann was being manipulated by "bad hands" and that "misery 
and trouble" may ensue. 

This prognosis caused great distress and sorrow in Udale. Ann was also showing dissatisfaction 
with advice from her family and "coolness" to her advisers, and began to disassociate herself 
from them. Touching letters from Scotland, often written in haste to catch the mail, were sent by 
Elizabeth to her uncle Henry Edwards of Pye Nest and to her solicitor, Robert Parker, as her 
concern for her "poor dear sister" grew. 

In 1843 George and Elizabeth 's eldest son, George Sackville, known as ''Sack" by the family, 
died at the tender age of twelve. Elizabeth' s maternal grief was compounded by reports in the 
press about her sister, who had become a "laughing stock" in the town of Halifax. In a letter, 
edged in black, ( denoting mourning) Elizabeth woefully admits that she "can no longer be blind" 
to her poor dear sister' s antics, and "as an act of kindness", she must place her "in the care of 
some eminent medical man to prevent further exposure". 

An immediate reply from the solicitor warns of Ann 's imminent plans to travel by rail to 
London, where there is every possibility of more outrageous behaviour. Elizabeth travels to 
Halifax and to London to consult with the advisers, but then her own poor health confines her to 
bed. 



Meanwhile George, anxious about his wife's physical health, caused by tbe incessant worry and 
anxiety, endeavours to ease the stress. He intervenes by settling bills and sorting out the 
complexities of the rents and the business affairs of his sister-in-law. His support is crucial in 
securing the necessary medical attention required. 

Finally on the 9th September 1843 Ann Walker is taken by carriage from Shibden to the Retreat 
in York under the ca{ofDr Belcombe and Dr.ihort. When George and Elizabeth amve at the 
hall a few hours later they are greeted by anxfous servants. They find all the doors inside the hall 
locked and the local constable has to unhinge Ann's bedroom door. The rooms are filthy and 
undusted, with shutters closed. Robert Parker writes in his memorandum of the scene that 
"papers were strewn about in a state of confusion and a dirty candlestick near the bed (and 
pistols) was covered in tallow, as if the candle had melted away on it". 

A year later, enfeebled by constant worry for her "poor dear sister", Elizabeth is dead, and 
George, now a widower with four young children, returns to Halifax and Sbibden. There are 
pressing "matters of estates" to deal with. He also wishes to secure his son's inheritance of the 
vlalker's estates. His wife's aunt, a spinster in her ninetieth year, must be persuaded to leave her 
fortune to Evan Charles. With his children needing maternal support, he remarries in May 1846. 
But tragedy strikes again immediately when his eldest daughter, Mary, dies. 

CLIFF!.:: HtLL L1cHTcL•f""F1=: 

In March 1847 a daughter is born, named Mary Elizabeth., but a month later fate intervenes once 
more when George himself falls ill. Quickly a new will is written, but George is so weak that he 
signs it with a shaky cross. Three days later he is dead in his bed at Shibden. 

My husbi:1Ild and I often visit Shibden Hall, but these tragic circumstances which blighted the 
iives of George and Elizabeth will for ever give our visits an added poignancy_! 

May I thank Mrs. J Leggett, Mrs. P Peterson and the archivists at Halifax Public Library for their 
contributions to my research. 

c//4o ,h &--~ o/ ~ ~ c:/~:O ~ -



,, .,, 
ON rr1,e At:J.eR/,,"?t;,,e,R £srAre 

r-;~ • 
~;-t- ~~-
~~- ...,.~,. .. '. .. -:, 

. 
'!· 

--✓ 



FIRDENE, 

SUNNINGDALE, 

BERKS. 

§,z~ ~,I.. J~ 1· ~ § v,,.,.Jj~ L 
' j_ JJ.1·/ . G/,E'C~c;,E 

~j~ CJ..A.Ad. t_,W~ ~ ~ .SAC1~ V/:i-~ 
J' bv/7;' JeP .-lM.Jb . 

~ taMU o.,v.L j~ a}· '1j ~ J -
j J / ~ vk ~ &7£c.--,,/41c,-;e ..5/9c:k. V /i..,/4£ 5 · i,.? TH~~,J./J N~ 
~ <->r ✓ C •·fr'/1,l W /-/ )....,,K ,,tE.,R, 5 (..) 777 r-"R /..,/7 /1.) b ' 

§ 2 ev-,.L v-,v./4 ✓ ~ 1· ~ ~ ~~NI> /4;,/4 
tv ~ /4A J ~ i.. l b Jh. . ( $/Jiy \,e/~ w i, A,££R_ ) 

§ 2 .wu J fu.,, .J1 ~ i..1" 0vvt.. d ~ 7. '""HA of a;_ 

. Iv cJJ..J i '-- 1 ~ 1 · \;":> I-.J1v.. ~ J. ! ei t., ..f 

.t ~ kA ~1 µ C k.,.cM m::::[ ''~~":; I. 
f 0.~ • :f ~ a..... J_ (,,_,.,. Q-t-4 <J· ! 1u ?v,J;/~ 
J ~ CA~ It J;, j<LW JJ ~ 2'. C 4v-A ~ . ' 

UJ..:... ~ :..... ft P ~ C tv..v.. J.,... it A av.:.. to ~ 1i.ll 
g ~ ~ 1J.M. :;(_ _J • ?' J ~ -~ r 11A • J J W ~d.. • 

& V/'1N /YI /JC/4 /1 7' & v'JT7/ ,t:;,P...)..,/"TA.I 6 
fc-s:7N cy·.Ev/JN u~/J~~ ) . 



J.t I )'-. h. ;.__ /L ~ ~ .J l~ 
~o.A 

5 vu,-,. a._,. d._ 1 Ww. 11 . J ~ a . m_ . 

j ~ °""" J. 4 /7;;_ Cw,.,· e,.__( ,5 ~ J.. a_f 

~~~ v] a.A~/ ~d S1. A. 
/? ~rJY /f?r,'7CJ</:JY S"J/7-f~AJD 

(SC>AI Or £V/tN C.:/7/J/</4.E'S ) . 



lt·rv 

REFORM CLUB, LOXDON, 

4-th Jlfarch, 1846. 

To the Tenants on the Estate of Aberarder. 

GENTLEMEN, 

As I have only very r ecently become the proprietor of Aberarder, on which many 

of you hold lands under unexpired leases,-and as I have not the pleasure of being personally 
ac'luainted with any of you,-aod as a measure has within the last few days pa8sed one stage in one 

bra1,<.:L. of the Legislature, and which measure, it is in my humble opinion most erroneously represented, 

will prove utterly r uinons to the tenants of the United Kingdom,-! thl~k, under the circumstances 
stated, I am justified in assuming that you w"ill be desirous to know my sentiment~ or, :he subject, and 

what appears to me the legitimate mode of assisting you, and meeting the anticipated difficulties, 
should they present themselves. 

In early life, but after due consideration, I attached myself to the party called Liberal : conse

quently my conclusions have not been hastily drawn. They are, in fact, the result of attentive 
observation and some experience as a practical agriculturist. 

. Any reference to the original enactment of the Corn Laws, or to the arguments maintained by 
lanillords and monopolists, is clearly needless ; they have been condemned by a majority of 97 in the 
Commons H onse of Pa.iliament, on the propo8ition of one of the clearest-headed and most practical 

statesmen now living, who, I ardently hope, will continue to despise the prejudi<:es of party, while 
directing his unquestionable talents and powerful influence to the removal and reform of every 
existing abuse, whether in Church or State, and to the extension of our commercial inte!·course, our 
civil and religious liberty, and the inestirn'l.hle i.,J<issing cf moral and religious education. l:'ublic 
meetings at various places have been called, as you know, on the subject, where, instead of the question 
being calmly and rationally discussed, abuse of the present administration has, for obvious reasons, 

been indulged in. Should any such meetings be called in Inverness-shire, permit me to tell you 
(though I doubt not most of you are aware) that, while Protection to Agriculturists is the· cry, 
Monopoly and High Rents are the objects. 

I t has been asserted that the tenantry of the Kingdom will be ruined, should Sir Robert 
P eel's measure pass the House of Lords, and much sympathy has been pretended for the supposed 
victims. Let not those who hold such arguments distress themselves: an easy remedy exists for the 
apprehended evil. The plan I allude to may be at once adopted by all t he landed proprietors who 
are truly an.xious about their tenantry,-it has already been adopted by the Honorable :i\frs. Stewart 
:Mackenzie, with that goodness of heart and liberal consideration for others which characterize that 
Lady's conduct on all occasions. I mean also to adopt it ; and therefore beg to submit it for your 
in formation. 

It consists simply of a system of averages for determining the amount of rent which the tenants 
are to pay. 

The averages adopted on the Seaforth E states are, of course, those of Ross and Cromarty, and 
are as follow:-

1843. 

Wheat £2 8s. 2¾d. 

Barley l 7 6¾ 
Oats . . . . . . . . O 18 1 1½ 

1844. 1845. .-\,·ernge. 
£2 0s. I d. £2 l s. Od. £2 3s. l¾d, 

l 6 4½ l 6 .. p _ I 6 11½ 4 

0 19 6 0 19 6 0 19 3.:J 
4 
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The practical working of the plan simply consists in a conversion of the money-rents in the 
leases into equivalent quantities of corn, taking a third for each kind. Let us take, for convenience, 

a rent in e,en money, say ~00. We have thus £100 for wheat, £100 for barley, and £100 for oats. 
According to the averages above stated, the quantities of grain which would stand for the money-rent 
in the lease would be as follow: viz. £100 worth of wheat at 43s. l{d. would give 46 qrs. 3 b. l p.; 

£100 worth of barley at 26s. ll½d. would give 74 qrs. l b. 2 p.; £100 worth of oats at 19s. 3¾d. 

would give 103 qrs. 4 b. I p.; and calculating the rent to be paid on these quantities according to 
the Fiars' prices of last year, the above supposed rent of £300 a year would have been for-

£. G. d. 
" Thcat . . . . . ... . . ....... .. . . .. . . . . . 95 2 7¾ 
Barley . .. . . . .. . .. . . . . . . . . . ... . ... . 97 15 l3 4 

Oats .... ... . ...... . ... . . . . . . .. . 100 18 10 

In all 293 16 7½ 
being just £6. 3s. 4½d. less than the money-rent in the tenant's lease. 

In short, at any time during the currency of the existing leases, when the Fiars' prices fall 
below the average of the three years 1843, 1844, and 1845, the rents payable ,dll be less than the 
rents in the leases. Wl1cn prices exceed this a,·erage the rents will be higher. 

The three years in question have been selected ns being those during which the present. 
Corn Law lias been in operation. T he protectionists, and all who are against the change now 
proposed, allege as a reason, that prices must fall. If they do, the tenants will, by Mrs. Stewart 
Mackenzie's pla.n, be relieved from any loss consequent on this fall, becausa the rents she will demand 

will be reduced in proportion. 

If you approve of this plan, the rents in our caac would be calculated on the averages of 

Inverness-shlre. 

However, I merely offer this remedy or relief to you : should you not like it, you can 

adhere to the rents in your leases. 

But none of the temuns on my estate can hereafter have reason to object to tl~e change now 

being made in the Corn Laws. 

, Tae above plan is surely clear and intelligible; it is I think foir for all parties, and one 
that will, I hope, satisfy yon, and must, in the long run, :i.11 the landlords of thP. United Kingdom. 

Opposed to tJ,e impending modifici>.tion of the Corn Laws arc several noblemen, distinguished 

for their exalted rank and great wealth, and many of our l:lodholdP,TS. 

I pray you to attach no importance to the speeches attributed to them. I would advise you to 

concern y~urselves only about your forming operations; to get the seed into the ground as fast as you 
can; and to disregard statements and speeches, which are not only not worth listening to, but in 

many instances are so extremely absurd, that to bestow any attention on them would be a loss of 

valuable time. 
I am, Gentlemen, 

Your obedient Servant, 

G. ~L\CKA y SUTHERLAND. 

/ ·-
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0 one woul~l ever so summarily dismiss his immediat~ 

successor. Evan Charles Sutherland-\ Valker. "'ho purchased 
Skibo estate from rhe obscure Chirnside in 1872. This dapper, 
pugnacious little man came from a distinguis11ed family of the 
Highlands, the grandson of Captain George Sachille Suther
land, laird of Uppar and also of Aberndar in Inverness-shire. 
Fvan Sutherland-\ Valk er appears ro have been a curious am:1l
ga111 of rhe traditional and the modern. In respect to dress and 
sought-after social status. he was a traditionalist, who took as 
his model the firsr Consrnble of Skibo, John Gray, ri1e man 
who had first feued the lands of Sl<ibo from Sutlwrland
Walkcr's remote ancestor, the Far! of Sutherland. i\ Inch tO 

the amusement of the local inhabitants, fvan Sutherland
Walker almost always dressed . in kilt, balmoral bonner, and 
buckled shoes, whil~ proudly displaying the tartan of the 
Suther lands, How he revelled in the ti tle, Laird of Skibo. and 
how bit te rly he resented the fact th;1r his predecessor, Gcorg-e 
De111pscer, lrnd so ea va I ierl_y dispensed with the anciem f euda 1 

nghts that had once belonged ill rh:1t title. He longed to re
t11r11 to :rn age when crofters were lirtle more than serfs bound 

1745- ,895 JI 

co the land ~nd farm tenants were obsequious vassals. J ,ikc 
Edwin Arlington Robinson's 1\tl iniver Cheevy, F.va11 Surher
]and-\Nalker "loved the days of old whrn swords were bright 
and steeds were prancing." H e too "dreamed of Thebes and 
Camelot and Priam's neighbors" .. , and "cursed the cotll 
rnonplace and eyed a khaki suit wirh loathing; H e missed the 
medie\·al grace/ Of iron c!othing."6 

In other respects, howe\·er, Sutherland-\\' a Iker \\'as a mnd
ernist who insisted upon the latest improvements in agricul
tural methods and who sought to make his gardens look ;i, if 
they had been lifted directly out of the latest issue of Stately 
Estates of England. He built many ne\\' farm buildings at 
Skibo: srables, coachhouses, barns, and granaries. Sutherla11d
\ Valker also wanted the latest and most ostentatious style in 
his own living quarters. His romantic yearning for rhe past 
~lid not extend to the ancient castle keep, or to the graceful 
a11d simple Georgian houses which /\lackay had built. J !is 
plans for the laird's manor house were more 011 the order of 
the late Victorian merchant princes of London, Birmingham. 
and ew York, great piles of masonry chat advertised their 
owner's wraith and social standing in every cornice and cu
pola. T he •)ld castle keep, or what remained of it, must go. 
Some of the older natives of the Skibo area roday like ro 
think that a part of Bishop Gilbert 's castle still re111ai11s, in
corporated into the n1assive structure that Sutherland-\ \ 'alker 
erected, bur that seems unlikely. It would have been more in 
character for him ro raze to the ground what remained of r!iat 
;incient historic structure and in its place build the castle of 
l1is dreams. \,\'hat arose was an impressive ~cmi-Gothic 111:111sio11 
of steeply pitched Flemish-style gables, ornate bay \\'111do11·s, 
and rhird-srory cupolas. Initial impression was all-important 
to Surherla,1d-\Valker, and no visitor to his horne i11 pas~i11g 
through the \'estibule could fail to be overwhcl111ed by rhc 
great b,1ronial emry hall wirh its sweeping srairc,1se ;1t the rear 
leading to rhe floors above. Here before the large open lire-
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place i11 this grc:u hall, little l:.,van Sutherl:md-\.Valker coulc.l 
sit in his high-backed carved-oal< chair ieeling every lll_r as re
gal ;1s any Srcwan ,nonarch 111 his traditir)llal royal [ I1_ghland 
garb and knowing that he had the 111ost cu_rrently fa_sh1onable 
residence th:H money anc.l moc.lern architectural sl,ills coulc.l 
provide. . . 

It \\·as this extravagant quest for both mllc.lernJty and tradi
cion;ilis111 that finally 11ndid Sutherland- \Valker. E,·c11 though 
of distinguished and ancient lineage, he himself wa~ not a man 
of great wealth. It had been necessary for him to borrow 
hea~·ily in order to purchase Skibo, and that initial debt was 
multiplied many times over by his modernization of the farms 
and the building of his palatial residence. {\ lodernity had 
plunged him deeply in debt. 

Bm what finally desrroyec.l him financially was his equally 
f r:mtic eff on ro re\'erse the present economic and legal status of 
the estate and to bring feudalism back to Skibo. Fancying 
himself an expert in feudal law, Sutherland-\Valker was de-, 
termined to undo the land reforms of George Deinpster by 
bringing suit against these tenants who ior the past century 
had held the perpetual feu charters granteJ chem by Demp
ster. Sutherland \Valker, to be sure, ,,·as motivated to take 
this action not only by his personal ,·anity of ,van ting to be a 
true feudal laird bur also by the very pragmatic need for 
re:i.dy cash. lle desperately needed to pay the architects, th_e 
contractors, and the suppliers of building material for lus 
1,arns and mansion. To do so he n1ust get more income from 
the estace. So off to court he went, confident in his claim that 
this was e11t..1ilcd land forever feued by the first Earl of S:ither
la11cl and by the bishops of Cairhness under terms ""hich 
could not l;e altered or revoked. George Dempster, he in
sisted, had acted illegally when he h:i.d unilaterally granted 
charters of perpetual feu. These charrers 111ust now be de -
clared null and void. · 

But the Co,,n of Sessions in Edinburgh 111 these last ye,1rs 
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of the nineteenth centurv \\ as not prepared to roll history 
back to the twelfth century. Sutherland-v\ 'alker lost his first 
case. Returning co Skibo in a fury , he gave orders to place a 
high fence around the ,·ictorious tenant's farm and to plant a 
dense, prickly hcc.lge alongside the f encc to box in the nc
torious ten:mt. Angry and frustrated bu t undaunted in losing 
his first case, Sutherland-\ Vallcer proceeded to take, one by 
one, each charter-holding tenant to court, only to lose each 
and every suit. To his former debts lie was no,,· obliged ro 
add the staggeringly high legal costs of these fruitless courr 
actions. In order co meet these new obligations, he turned his 
attention to those unlucky tenants who were not fortunate 
enough to hold Dempster's charters of perpetual feu. I le 
raised the renral fees on these lands so high as to justify a ne\\' 
Peasants' Revolt. There was no revolt, but his tenants, unable 
to pay the increased rental fees, left the land. , Nirh no ten 
ants, there was no production and no income. 

In desperation, Smherland-'"' alker drastically cut his own 
family's living expenses. T Te sold his fine carriages ;ind horses. 
dismissed his liveried coachmen and grooms, and finally re
duced his household staff to one or two servams. But it was ro 
no avail. The tenants and servants were gone, but the creJi
tors were still there unappeased. The only escape \\·as through 
the ignominious door of bankruptcy. By court order, he ,,·as 
forced to lea\·e Skibo. He sought temporary refuge at Pulros
sie farm, which he had earlier deeded to his son. From there, 
after turning all that remained of his personal property o,·cr 
to the court-appointed trustees, he and his wife went south to 

Inverness. Out of respect for his family, the Estate Trustees 
granted him a small annuity ,\·hie!, allowed him to rent a 
small cottage in Inverness. Here in his two or three rooms rhar 
would easily have fit within the confines of the greac enrry 
hall at Skibo, the Laird's grandiose dreams came to their piti
ful end. 

In the century and a half since the last battles were fought 
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on her soil, Skibo may ha\'C been tamed and tbmesrn:atcd, but 
~he \till required expert han<ll111g. This w:is no place for the 
arnarc:ur. Pettifoggery a11d costume charades would not suf
fice Skibo, as always, srill de111anded from her lairds love for 
her lan<ls a11d respect for her people. Slic was soon to find a 
11t:\1· Lmd who would give both in abundance and Skibo 
\\ m,ld kno\\' a greater glory rha11 she had e\·er known before. 

CLIFFE Hill at lightcliffe, a Georgian man
sion built in 177 5, stands on the site of a 
settlement dating back more than 700 
years. 

from the 13th century it was the residence 
of the Cliffe family, which was prom1nent in 
local affairs for four centuries. Richard Cliffe 
was one ot the promoters of the first lightcfiffe 
Chapel in 1529. 

In the 1760s, the property was bought by 
William Walker of Crow Nest, who rebuilt the 
house in Its current style, incorporating timber 
specially imported from Russia. The last 
member of the Walker family to live in the 
house was Miss Ann Walker, a close friend and 
travelling companion of Miss Lister of Shibden 
Hall. 




