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Wed to the Manse: The Wives of Scottish
Ministers, c.1560 — c.1800

Ian D. Whyte and Kathleen A. Whyte

IN i 564 the reformer John Knox married Margaret Stewart, daughter of
the Protestant Lord Ochiltree. It was one of the most famous, indeed
notorious, marriages of a Scottish minister for Knox was fifty and his

bride barely seventeen. 
t Contemporaries were perhaps struck more by the

social disparity between bride and groom than the age difference. Here
was a man from a humble background marrying the daughter of a
member of the nobility whose family had links with royalty. It was an

extreme example of social mobility in a society that was very status

conscious. However, in terms of the marriages made by ministers in the
late sixteenth century and after this was an unusual, though not unique,
example. Ministers continued to marry into landed society but only rarely
into the nobility. Their brides were seldom as young as Margaret Stewart
though significant age disparities between bride and bridegroom were not

uncommon.
Our knowledge of ministers' wives in early modern Scottish society is

strictly circumscribed by the limitations of the source material. Previous
reviews of women in early modern Scotland have, inevitably, adopted a
`top-down' approach, focusing on the wives and daughters of members of
the landed elite whose character and activities are better recorded than
those of women from humbler origins.' However, below the ranks of the
landowners, ministers are one of the best chronicled social groups and we
have correspondingly more information about their wives. Church of
Scotland ministers formed an organised, tight-knit professional elite with

a common ethos.3 Makey has shown that in the mid-seventeenth century
ministers whose social origins were known were mostly drawn from the
ranks of landed proprietors, burgesses and from the families of other

ministers in particular. 4 However, the social origins of about half the
ministers studied by Makey were unknown. As he suggests, a significant
proportion of these must have come from the ranks of small feuars, tenant

farmers and tradesmen.5
Ministers were relatively well off financially and were often upwardly

mobile. But what of their wives? Little attention has been paid to them by
historians. Autobiographies and biographies of prominent Scottish eccle-
siastics have concentrated on their political activities and their theology

rather than their private lives.
b A recent political biography of Archbishop
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James Sharp refers to his marriage to Helen Moncrieff, daughter of the
laird of Randerston, only incidentally.' What were the social origins of
ministers' wives in early modern Scotland? How did ministers and their
future brides first meet? What patterns of courtship ensued? What was the
role of ministers' wives, not just within the family but within the com-
munity? What were their relationships with their husbands? This chapter
attempts to outline some tentative answers to these questions.

Much information may be gleaned from manuscript material, includ-
ing correspondence and some published diaries of ministers. However, a
useful starting point for an introductory survey such as this is the
Reverend Hew Scott's nineteenth-century biographical compilation, Fasti
Ecclesiae Scoticanae. 8 Twenty-five presbyteries were selected for study
within the synods of Lothian and Tweeddale, Fife, and Glasgow and Ayr.
The area covered comprises most of the Lowlands south of the Tay,
excluding Galloway.

Scott's work is problematical for whilst the lists of ministers in each
parish are mainly complete, the amount of biographical detail for each
incumbent varies from a couple of terse sentences to several pages. The
information given about ministers' wives includes their name, social origin,
date of marriage, date of and age at death, names of children, occupations
of sons, and marriage partners of daughters. Previous and subsequent
marriages of ministers' wives are sometimes noted. However, this full set of
information is rarely recorded for any individual. Indeed in many cases
wives are not even named, and the existence of a marriage may only be
indicated indirectly through references to children. Moreover, although
second and subsequent marriages are listed as such it cannot be assumed
that all marriages have been recorded or that all marriages not listed as
second or subsequent were necessarily first marriages. 9 Data on ministers'
wives from the Fasti have a tendency to be more detailed for urban parishes
than for rural and for the later seventeenth and eighteenth centuries more
than earlier periods. Such information has to be treated with caution, but
this source nevertheless provides some useful insights when the data are
aggregated on a broad scale.

Within the twenty-five presbyteries 2,471 marriages made between
1560 and i 800 were analysed. The proportion of marriages for which the
brides' social origins were given never rose above forty-six per cent for
any quarter-century period and was as low as twenty-three per cent for
the first quarter of the seventeenth century. The proportion of marriages
that were only referred to indirectly dropped from twenty-nine per cent in
the later sixteenth century to six per cent at the end of the eighteenth.
However, even in the last quarter of the eighteenth century fifty-three per
cent of wives were referred to by name only with no details of their social
origins.
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In many cases where the social origins of ministers' wives are not given
they were probably relatively humble. It is unlikely that the daughters of
many ministers or larger landowners would have escaped Scott's scrutiny.
Very few brides whose origins were specified came from tenant back-
grounds or below, although it is known that many ministers were drawn
from this level of society.

10 In addition, cases of ministers being charged
with antenuptial fornication with their domestic servants indicate that
they married girls from modest social backgrounds.11

The known social origins of ministers' wives in the sample are shown in
Table One. Despite the development of dynasties of ministers with father
often succeeding son in the same parish, the proportion of ministers'
wives who themselves came from the manse is not as high as might have
been expected. In the late sixteenth century, before ministers were
established in every parish, only twenty per cent of girls of known origins
came from families of ministers. The proportion rose to thirty-two per
cent in the first quarter of the seventeenth century and to over forty per
cent in the second half of the eighteenth century. Of comparable or
greater significance were marriages between ministers and girls from
landed backgrounds. They made up sixty per cent of total known social
origins in the late sixteenth century, falling to thirty-five to thirty-seven
per cent for most of the eighteenth century. Within the landed group there
were eighteen marriages involving daughters of peers, though these were
often younger daughters and, in one instance, an illegitimate one. Thirty-
nine marriages involved girls from the families of knights and baronets.
The proportion of marriages involving families of peers and knights
reached a maximum of thirteen per cent in the second quarter of the
seventeenth century, but was usually much lower. The majority of the rest
were lairds, (described as `laird', `of that ilk', or `of') plus a few smaller
landholders described as 'portioners'. As we have seen, this social group
provided many of the kirk's ministers. Very few fathers of ministers'
wives were described as `tenant' or `farmer' but a fluctuating proportion
referred to as being `in' rural or urban parishes, were presumably of
relatively humble status. Within the professional classes some wives had
fathers holding university posts, though these were mainly former min-
isters, while some came from legal backgrounds. Few daughters of
schoolmasters were recorded. The towns provided eighteen per cent of
ministers' brides in the late sixteenth century, perhaps reflecting the urban
focus of the early Protestant church. Proportions fluctuated between
seven per cent and thirteen per cent in the seventeenth and most of the
eighteenth century. This rose to seventeen per cent at the end of the
eighteenth century, possibly reflecting growing urbanisatio

n. Fathers

designated as provosts, baillies and merchants accounted for most of
these with only a small proportion being craftsmen.
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Age at first marriage can be worked out for ministers and their wives
where date of marriage, date of death and age at death are given. Such data
are more frequent for the later eighteenth century than earlier periods and
more common for ministers than their spouses. Calculations of average age
at first marriage are suspect due to the small size of the sample and the
possibility that some of the marriages may not actually be first ones.

Because of this medians, less susceptible than means to the influence of

extreme values, have also been calculated. Data on age at marriage for
ministers and their brides are presented in Table Two. For the late sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, the small sample of ten suggests that ministers'
wives often married in their mid twenties, sometimes their late twenties.
The mean of 14.4 years and the median of twenty-three compares with a

figure of twenty-six to twenty-seven for a much larger sample of women

taken from court depositions between i 66o and 1770.
12
 It has been

suggested that daughters of the landed "elite in Scotland married early.13
Although the average age at first marriage of ministers' wives in the earlier

part of our period may have been a little below that of women in general,
marriages involving brides under the age of twenty included only one out
of ten in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and nine out of sixty-
one in the eighteenth. For the eighteenth century both mean and median
ages for brides, with larger samples, rose to twenty-six to twenty-seven.
This was more in line with what we know of the average age of first
marriage fQr Scotswomen in general. it must be remembered, however, that
these calculations relate to brides originating from the middling ranks of
society and above. Brides coming from more modest origins may not have

married at quite the same age.

TABLE z. Age at First Marriage of Ministers and Their Wives

WIVES
MEAN MEDIAN SAMPLE SIZE

1560-1699 24.5 23 10

1700-1749 26.8 26 23

1750-1800 27.9 27 38

MINISTERS
MEAN MEDIAN SAMPLE SIZE

1560-1649 31.0 32 18

1650-1699 31.7 32 34

1700-1749 34.5 33 81

1750-1799 34.5 33 175

For ministers, age at first marriage is clearer because a larger sample is
available, though again data are scarce for the early part of the period.
The average age of first marriage was 31.0 for the period i 56o-1649 and
3i.7 for the last quarter of the seventeenth century, rising to 34.5 a
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century later. The median figure was more stable at thirty-two for the
seventeenth century and thirty-three for the eighteenth. Ministers thus
married later than their brides. This can be explained by the long and
rigorous training which candidates for the ministry had to undergo. After
graduating with an MA from a Scottish university, postgraduate study of
divinity led to an examination by a presbytery assessing his suitability for
the ministry. Once a presbytery granted a licence to a candidate he might
then serve as a temporary stand-in for various ministers within the
presbytery. Alternatively such men might take up posts as chaplains or
tutors to landed families, or work as schoolmasters. Even after being
licensed it might take some time for a suitable parish to fall vacant. The
whole process of training might take six or seven years or more following
graduation. 14 As a result, ministers commonly entered their first parish in
their late twenties or early thirties. Furthermore, there was no guarantee
of a parish at the end of it. Given the system of patronage, candidates
often needed suitable family connections in order to be presented to a
vacant parish. An unknown proportion of hopeful young men must have
ended up as 'stickit ministers', continuing as schoolmasters, sometimes
too poor to marry, like Scott's caricature Dominie Sampson in Guy
Mannering.

Ministers therefore generally delayed marriage until they had been
entered into their first parishes. Where details can be calculated, sixteen
per cent of ministers studied married in the same year that they entered
their first parish, and seventy per cent of them within five years. Only
three per cent married before they got a parish. In such circumstances it is
likely that they had been engaged for some time but had postponed
marriage until their future and financial security was confirmed. Many
ministers delayed marriage for some years more until they had established
themselves in their parish. Given this, it is not surprising that courtship
was often prolonged. The diary of George Ridpath, minister of Stitchill in
the mid-eighteenth century shows that he knew his future bride Wilhel-
mina Dawson, daughter of a merchant in Kelso, for many years before
they married in 1764 .

15
 By this time conventions were changing and

women had more independence and freedom of movement than in earlier
times. Ridpath's diary between 117 55 and 17611 shows him and Wilhel-
mina visiting each other's houses, walking and riding together (sometimes
unchaperoned) on numerous occasions before he proposed to her.

How did potential brides come to meet their future husbands? Family
links must have been a major source of contacts. Some girls married
cousins who were ministers and in other cases a relationship is suggested
by the similarity of surnames. Proximity in an early stage of a minister's
career was also important. Grisel Kynnynmonth, a lady in waiting to the
Countess of Buccleuch, married John Arthur who had been chaplain to
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the family. 16 That courtship was sometimes initiated by the girl is
suggested by William Row's biography of his father-in-law in which
he described how he had been courted by various girls before he proposed

to Beatrix Hamilton.17
The mechanisms of courtship in the mid-eighteenth century are well

described in the diary of John Mill, minister of a parish in Shetland. At
forty, having had his parish for nearly ten years, he seems to have decided
that it was time to get married. He courted various local girls without
success. One preferred a local laird as life in the manse may have seemed
too austere for `she wanted to be a Lady and get Madam at any rate'.
Another girl turned out to be already pregnant.

18 He set about finding a

wife in Edinburgh when attending the General Assembly in 1754. Mill's
account suggests that Edinburgh acted, at this time, as a major marriage
market for Scotland's landed and professional classes. The social role of
the General Assembly seems to have been as important to many ministers
as its official business. He met his future wife, daughter of an Edinburgh
baillie, while acting as best man for a fellow minister. Having discovered
her real piety in conversation with her, he carefully sounded out other
people who knew her regarding her character. Suitably impressed, he then
persuaded the wife of a friend to make a proposal on his behalf."

She died four years later, following the birth of their second child. In

1762. Mill was back in Edinburgh seeking another wife. The remoteness
of his parish was a clear disadvantage whatever his personal qualities
might have been. He courted the daughter of a knight and became
engaged to her. They agreed to get married the following spring, but
another minister living close to Edinburgh proposed to her. She broke her
engagement to Mill and accepted the other man `purely to be near her

friends'.20 Eventually he married Ann Young, daughter of a portioner
near Edinburgh. He had met and considered her a possibility before he
married his first wife. Her mother, however, had not wished her daughter
to move to Shetland and was only persuaded with difficulty on this

second occasion.
Objections to marriage were sometimes raised by the families of

potential brides.21 On the other hand even in the seventeenth century
girls seem to have had considerable freedom of choice of partner,
marrying on the basis of attraction as well as security. Margaret Bruce,
daughter of James Bruce, minister of Kingsbarns, refused a proposal of
marriage from the ambitious James Sharp, the future Archbishop of St
Andrews, and married another minister instead."

Given that so many ministers' wives came from landed backgrounds,
they were often provided with substantial dowries. Sir?Arc h

iballd

lillte two
of Blackhall gave his sister a dowry of 8000 merks. John Mill'

 were both advantageou
s in financial, as well as personal terms,
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allowing him to build up a substantial estate. 24 Marrying purely for
affection without thought for a dowry could cause difficulties. Robert
Muire, minister of Drymen 16z6-48 married an honest woman of low
status who brought no money with her, to the distress of his family.25
More detailed study of marriage contracts is needed to establish the range
of dowries which ministers received. Their wives often inherited property
and on occasion these were substantial estates. Ministers who married the
daughters of merchants could also enjoy the benefits of being entered as
burgesses, as well as the cash they received.

What qualities did ministers value in their wives? Contemporary
epitaphs, incorporated into Scott's biographies and ministers' diaries,
emphasise piety above all other qualities, followed by meekness and
frugality.26

 Piety would doubtless have been required of ministers' wives
in order to maintain their husbands' professional credibility, as well as
suiting their personal inclinations. Meekness and frugality are likely to
have been qualities valued more generally in early modern Scottish
society, not merely within the ministry. Despite the relative affluence
of many ministers a plain and unadorned lifestyle seems to have been the
norm for their families. Although not all ministers' wives would have
been well educated or even literate some certainly were. Christian Mel-
ville, daughter of a professor of Hebrew at St Andrews, was proficient in
Hebrew and could translate it into English.27

There was scope within marriage for a wide range of relationships,
including plenty evidence of real affection. For example, James Gordon,
an Aberdeenshire minister in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
century, seems to have had a close and compassionate relationship with
his wife. 28

 Robert Blair was `warmly attached' to his first wife, Beatrix
Hamilton, and saved his second wife, Katherine Montgomerie, from
drowning at the risk of his own life. 29 John Mill wrote of his `great
apprehension concerning his wife' during the birth of their first child and
how, during the birth of their second `I couldn't bear to hear her cries'.30
John Moray, minister of South Leith 1603-9, moved to Dysart because of
concern for his wife's delicate health. 31

 Relationships could also turn sour
as William Boyd, minister of Coylton 1 739-5

1 , is supposed to have died
from grief due to his wife's infidelity. 32

 Helen Stirling, wife of Andrew
Allan, minister of Blackford, was convicted of adultery in r6ii. ? James
Steele, minister of Heriot, 1678-83, is supposed to have resigned his
charge due to the (unspecified) `base conduct' of his wife, Mary Bain.34
John Kello, minister of Sport, strangled his wife, Margaret Thomsoune
and then tried to make it look as though she had hanged herself.35

The activities of ministers' wives are unlikely to have been confined to
the manse. In managing their households they could call on the help of
servants. Poll tax records of the 169os show that ministers' households,
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though small compared with those of many lairds, commonly included
two or three female servants plus a male servant, presumably to cultivate
the glebe. Little information is available regarding their work within their
parishes, yet bequests to the poor made by ministers' widows suggest an
active involvement in helping the needy rather than mere general piety.
The nature of relations between ministers' wives and other women in
their parishes, and the degree to which their social circles spanned the
divide between landed society and the tenantry remains a matter for
speculation. Descriptions of ministers' wives as `spouse and helper'
suggest an active rather than a passive role.

36 There is evidence of
ministers' wives acting independently, attending conventicles for exam-

ple,37 or petitioning ecclesiastical and secular authorities on behalf of
their husbands and families. Elizabeth Knox, daughter of the reformer
married John Welsche, minister of Ayr. He was imprisoned then exiled by
James VI for opposing the king's religious reforms. When he wanted to
temporarily return to Scotland, in order to join the colony in Nova Scotia,
his wife petitioned James for permission. When he told her that her
husband could return provided that he reconciled himself to episcopacy
she retorted that she would rather have him beheaded than compromise

his integrity.38
That activities of ministers' wives were by no means confined to the

manse has been highlighted by Sanderson's recent study of women in
eighteenth-century Edinburgh.

39 She cites examples of ministers' wives
who continued after their marriages to work as dressmakers and milli-
ners, or who rented rooms and kept shops 4

0 Obviously in a city like
Edinburgh the range of employment opportunities was much wider than
in a rural parish or a small burgh. It has been suggested that the wives of
professional men, including the clergy, in contemporary London did not
normally work, yet it was clearly not unusual in Scotland.41

For a prospective bride marriage to a minister might have seemed to
offer a life of some frugality and austerity, but also social respectability,
security and a comfortable sufficiency, if not great riches. Life in the
manse was not always easy or safe though. Society could be violent even
without considering the `rabbling' which many ministers and their wives
endured with the revolution of 1688 that left many 'outed' ministers and
their families living in Edinburgh in poverty.

42 In 1670 the wife of Alex

Kinnear, minister of Neilston, was beaten when nine or ten men broke
into the manse and plundered it.

43 In 1643 Jonet Cunynghame was
sufficiently ill-advised to accompany her young husband, John Weir,
minister of Dalserf, on a mission to help Protestants in Ireland, at the
behest of the General Assembly. Sailing back to Scotland they were
captured and imprisoned by Alasdair MacColla. Because she was preg-
nant she was set free, but her husband died from the rigours of his
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confinement. In 1645 she petitioned Parliament for the loss of i,000

merks, a part of her dowry that her brother had given her in Ireland, and
for further assistance. As her husband had only recently entered the
ministry when captured he had little money of his own so she was granted
3,000 merks.44

The gap between the ages of ministers and their wives at marriage,
where it can be ascertained, was commonly five to eight years, sometimes
a dozen. Given this and the likelihood that ministers' wives, if they
survived childbirth, would have lived longer, on average, than their
husbands, many ministers' wives would have been left as widows. The
details in Scott's biographies show that they often survived their husbands
by many years. Some married again, but for others widowhood brought
insecurity and poverty. From 1744 the Ministers' Widows Fund provided
some security. Before then cases of ministers' widows reduced to poverty
and seeking assistance from kirk sessions are not uncommon. 45 After the
death of her husband, Patrick Rynd minister of Dron, Agnes Clerk,
turned ane gangrell poore woman, selling some smallwares'.46

This chapter has only sketched the outlines of a neglected topic. While
the origins and experience of ministers' wives have received no attention
even the Scottish ministry as a profession has attracted little research.47
However, limitations of source material are also evident. The reader will
have noticed that most of the evidence presented has come from men
writing about ministers' wives rather than from the women themselves.
Scott's compilation proved less forthcoming about ministers' wives than
had initially been hoped. Sources such as presbytery and synod records
are likely to contain some useful information. Given that a substantial
proportion of them came from landed backgrounds, more details of their
experience may be gleaned from correspondence surviving in estate
collections. In the seventeenth century Covenanters like James Nimmo
recorded their religious experiences, but so did their wives. 48 It is likely
that a good deal of relevant, if widely scattered, source material still
remains unexplored.
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