
The Village and its Old-Time Features

And now we must have a look at the village of Aberlady itself. The inhabitants have long been in the habit of calling it, with some pride and tenderness in many cases, “the village”, but it was really called a town at one time, as ancient records show. It consists, as statistical accounts tell us, “of one long street of a good appearance, and a lane running down to the sea”; yes, and nowadays, a few other odds and ends too. 

Here one feels he is in a truly rural village, with the houses all jumbled about, interspersed with trees, and flowerpots, and a variety of architectural features, which all combine to make it so pleasing to the eye. If you approach it from the west, you will pass, just after you enter the street, two of the largest houses in the district - the Manse on the north side, and the Lodge on the south side. Both, unfortunately, are largely shut in from the public gaze. The Manse has already been mentioned; and the Lodge is an exceedingly handsome building, now the property of Miss Punton, a member of a family long and honourably connected with the locality. It was the home for many years of the Traill family, one of whom, Mr. Robert Traill, was a noted florist in his day5, and the raiser of a number of varieties of auriculas, which even in recent years, have been seen exhibited on show tables. The last survivor of the family was Miss Anne Traill, who was for many years one of the most familiar figures in the village. She was of a charitable nature, and greatly interested herself in educational matters; her bequests, in the shape of bursaries, etc., to the county, as well as local, being well known. She was also the founder of the village library6.

In the middle of the village is the Cross, very old and very plain, consisting of a square pyramid of stone steps surmounted by a pillar. It looks unfinished, and is said to have had, at one time, some emblem, ball or ornamentation on the top. Of this   there seems to be no certainty; but the only thing the writer ever saw on it was one of his young school companions, who, in a fit of bravado, climbed the pillar and stood on one foot on the top, to the delight and amazement of all the schule. It must be of very ancient date, probably of about the same as the “Loupin'-on-Stane”, and very likely used for the same purpose that is, standing on the steps to mount the pony or cart. At all events, its original position was in the middle of the street, and if any markets were then held, it would be in this vicinity.

There are a number of old houses in the village, some of them dating from the seventeenth century. Adjoining the school on the west side is a good-sized modern-looking dwelling; but its main walls belong to a bygone time, although now dressed in a new coat. The school itself, although still presenting quite a fresh appearance, is nearly sixty years old. Opposite the Golf Hotel is one of the oldest houses now standing; and seen at certain angles, it is a very picturesque building. It was for many years around the middle of last century, the headquarters of Dawson, the carrier. A good number of the smaller houses at that time had thatched roofs, and a few of these survived for some time longer.

At the east end of the village, at the “Braeheids”, stands a large house of much interest, occupied in recent times by the tenants of the gardens there. It possesses some quaint architectural features in its interior construction, and must have been a house of some importance in old times. In the eighteenth century it belonged to a family of the name of Burn, the last of whom was Captain Peter Burn, R.N., who served under Lord Nelson, and was present at the bombardment of Copenhagen in 1801. The late Mr. Peter Burn Swinton, so well known throughout East Lothian, was a descendent of this family.

Near the foot of “The Wynd” stands another interesting old building, generally known as the “Old Ship”, from its having a ship in full sail cut out in stone on the front wall. The house was renovated in recent times by the present proprietor, Mr. T. P. Waggot. Its most famous owner and occupier was Captain Smith, a retired seafaring man, who was widely renowned for his strength, and had also some dealings in contraband, when that business was at its height. The following epitaph on his tombstone keeps green the memory of his unusual physical powers: 

“Here lies Jamie Smith,

wham death slew for a' his pith,

the starkest man in Aberlady –

God prepare an' mak' us ready.”

This building is the central scene in the local story “The Skipper's Daughters”.
Further north in the same line, indeed the last houses in this direction, and nearest to the sea, was the property belonging to the old Aberlady family of Maule. It consisted of a row of small houses called “Mussel Raw”, which has long ago disappeared. This is the site of the nicely situated “Linksfield”, built by the late Mr. J. M. Brydon, Edinburgh, and long occupied by that family. Later, it came into the hands of the late Mr. Tennant Ronald, who further improved and extended it. Adjoining, between this and the “Old Ship” is the old “Cockle Square”, the houses in which, have been greatly improved in recent years, and now designated “The Square”. On the south side of this cul-de-sac was the Duncanson's property, also much improved since the old days. The last male representative of this family, Tammy Duncanson, was a noted character in his day, having the reputation of being a miser. He presented a striking and picturesque figure, as he went, as regular as clockwork, to the church on Sundays, dressed in what people said was his grandfather's coat, a green swallow-tail with brass buttons, knee breeches, and silk stockings. He was employed in Gosford grounds, and was a man of good education, and character, and a Latin scholar. He left behind him a large pile of manuscripts, mostly on botanical and kindred subjects, written in the most perfect copperplate writing anyone could wish to see. There was also among his papers a plan of Gosford ponds, as they were originally laid out. His weird, old, bent figure, in his later days, his silent ways (for he scarcely took any notice of anybody), and his reputed characteristic, made him an object of awe to the children of the time. He was the one and only miser known in the district, although the spendthrifts - men who squandered their means, or their earnings - might have been counted by the dozen.

“The Wynd” itself, facetiously dubbed “Quality Street” by the wags of old, is not the show place of the village, being of quite an unlovely appearance; but it is closely associated with the stirring times of the past. It was often the scene of much hilarity, and sometimes of bloodshed. One of the earliest sights revealed to the writer's wondering gaze when a child, was looking out of a window which had a full view of “The Wynd”, as the evening shadows fell on a beautiful harvest day, and seeing two contentious bands of Irishmen having a regular fierce battle. They were stripped to the shirt, those whose shirts had not been torn from them, and blows and kicks were profusely administered to one another; some of the contestants bleeding freely from the nose and mouth, and others lying prostrate on the ground and shouting in pain and fury. What it was all about none of the villagers seemed to know—perhaps it was for fun; but to the infant mind it was a terrible revelation of the strife of the world into which he had been ushered; and sometimes the thought comes back to him still, like a wild dream out of the long bye-gone. 
In the height of the smuggling days it must have been the scene of many exciting incidents. One old doggerel verse has it: - 

“Rin doon the Wynd, Willie Crunk,

Flee quick this nicht, John Arnot,

The Dutchman's; lichts are showin',

Just arrived direct frae Flushing,

The coast is clear, get oot the ankers,

And cheat a' the preventive Jankers!”

The property running down the east side of “The Wynd” to the bottom, belonged to the Christisons, one of whom, Tammy Christison, was widely known in his day. He was a stonemason, and it was he who did all the wonderful grotto work throughout the policies of Gosford, much of which remains to this day to testify to his skill. He latterly got into trouble and expense, by erecting a structure on the Sea-Green, which, after a lawsuit, he had to remove.

Near the middle of “The Wynd” on the east side, was Sandy Forest's public house, a flourishing howff round about the middle of last century, where many noted characters of the district foregathered. The past generation had many tales to tell of the ongoings there, and the well-known frequenters of Sandy Forest's Howff. On the other side of the street were the Malt Barns, where for many years, a good business was done. This was originally owned by Mr. Dunlop, a Haddington distiller, who imported a large quantity of barley through the port. These maltings, including those at the east end of the village as well, were afterwards taken over by Mr. P. Punton, Aberlady Mains, and latterly by Mr. F. Punton, who sent the produce to his Red Lion brewery, at Winchester. The making of malt was discontinued here about thirty years ago.

Adjoining the Malt Barns, strangely enough, was the former U.P. Church, originally called the “Meeting House”, where the Rev. Watt ministered for a time. It was mostly associated with the Rev. David Nicol, who was a strong denouncer of heretical thought, and popish rituals, and who declined to introduce the hymn-book into his services, holding that the psalms were quite sufficient for all purposes. The last pastor here was the Rev. A. C. Wedderspoon, who was largely instrumental in raising the funds to build the new U.F. Church and manse10. Mr. Wedderspoon emigrated to New Zealand, where he still resides.

On the other side of the public road at the foot of the Wynd, was the property of the Dickensons, another respected old Aberlady family; and further east was the Slate-ha', where stood the square doo-cot, a landmark remembered only by the older natives. 

