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I’ll start with a bit of the historical background that produced the Groatie Hoose. 

The City and Royal Burgh of Kirkwall had by royal decree the monopoly of trade in Orkney. To export the produce of their estates to Scotland, Scandinavia and other northern European countries, Orkney's merchant lairds, as we call them, had to become burgesses of the royal burgh, where they maintained a second home. However, during the 1 th century, there had been growing competition of a new kind from the West Mainland. 

The merchants of Europe were fast developing new trading links in the East and across the Atlantic. With the English Channel frequently unsafe through war and piracy, international shipping set off to the Atlantic around the north of Scotland. In negotiating the storms and natural hazards of the Pentland Firth they discovered a sheltered anchorage where they could nip in to escape bad weather, enjoy a break and stock up on fresh provisions, cargo and crewmen. 

Word of this money pot soon got around in Scotland. Among those who came north to settle in the growing port of Stromness was 

William Gow, a prosperous merchant and property owner from across the firth in Wick. In 1699 William and Margaret Gow moved to a property still known as 'Gow's Garden', on the Garson shore. They brought with them their three-year-old son, John. 

So John Gow went to school in Stromness where even then navigation may have been part of the curriculum. At any rate, he ran away to sea. After a decade the romance of seafaring must have worn off. His financial prospects may have seemed poor, and he began to have dark ideas. In 1724 in Amsterdam he joined the Guernsey-owned brig Caroline, when he was promoted to 2nd mate and gunner. Sailing from Santa Cruz on 3rd November of that year, he rewarded Captain Ferneau's confidence by leading a discontented 

crew in a mutiny that ended with the murder of the captain and the ship's officers. 

Thus began a brief and inglorious career in the ship Caroline, renamed Revenge. Within two months on the Spanish coast Gow and his crew captured and plundered 5 trading vessels, but gained little other than provisions and notoriety. To escape capture themselves the pirates finally set sail for Stromness, masquerading as honest merchantmen on their way to Stockholm in the ship now renamed the George. As master of his own trading vessel, Gow had clearly done well, and was feted by family and friends. At the Odin Stone in Stenness he sealed his romance with Helen Gordon, daughter of family neighbours at Garson. 

While lying at anchor the ship was recognised as the Caroline by a skipper who had lost two crewmen to her in Amsterdam. Then as now, the pubs of Stromness had a way of loosening tongues, and before long a disaffected crewman spilled the beans. Many others deserted ship. The town was alive with rumours, and Gow decided it was time to cut for it. Heedful of the saying that he might as well be hung for a sheep as a Iamb, on his departure he raided the Hall of CJestrain, home of Robert Honeyman, High Sheriff of Orkney. Honeyman by this time had ridden off at a gallop to warn the magistrates in Kirkwall. Thoroughly alarmed, they alerted the town guard and ordered the town's cannon, which were mothballed in the cathedral, to be carried down for the defence of the shore. 

Gow avoided Kirkwall and headed far the North Isles, intent on 

raiding Carrick House, home of his old Stromness schoolmate James Fea, on the Sound of Eday. He made one serious mistake. Robert Pottinger from Westray had innocently signed on with Gow in Stromness, and was prevented from leaving the ship when he discovered its real business. Now given the job of piloting the vessel through Eday Sound, this canny Westrayman somehow managed to run her aground on the Calf of Eday. The rest of the story is, as they say, history. Gow was caught by James Fea, tried in London and 

hung at Execution Dock at Wapping on the Thames, on 11th June 

1725. It is said that his intended, Miss Gordon, travelled there to 

touch the hand of the corpse, thus freeing herself from vows taken at the Odin Stone- 

News of Gow's fate may have been received with some satisfaction and a glass or three of claret by the good burghers of Kirkwall, among them James Baikie of Tankerness in whose garden we stand today. The Baikies were prominent among Orkney's merchant lairds, and by all accounts the family dated back to Norse times. Far more numerous however, were the Traills, relative newcomers who had arrived in Orkney on the coat-tails of the Stewart earls and joined enthusiastically in the Scots land-grab of Orkney estates. Through marriage and money-lending they had spread their tentacles throughout the North Isles and into the Mainland. James Traill, a prosperous Edinburgh lawyer who more than a decade earlier had bought Woodwick and North Ronaldsay, in 1730 retired to his fine house, known as the Gallery, in Bridge Street. He was immediately elected provost of Kirkwall. This I am certain had nothing to do with the fact that members of the Traill family already occupied four seats on the council, including the positions of bailie, dean-of-guild, and treasurer, as they would surely have declared an interest. The dominance of Traills in royal burgh affairs gave rise to the popular rhyme: 'Traills up the toon, Traills doon the toon, Traills in the middle: deil tak the Traills' guts for strings tae his fiddle'. 

Provost Traill took to gardening to ease the pressures of retired life. The Gow affair was still fresh in people's minds, and Traill had the whim of building a summer house decorated with the ballast stone from Gow's wrecked ship that still littered the shore of the Calf of Eday. Then as now it was 'any excuse for a party', and it is quite likely that the burgesses of Kirkwall, James Baikie among them, were invited to the warming of this one-off piece of gardening one-up- manship, in what was described at the time as 'the finest garden in Orkney'. 

Ironically, should Provost Traill be able to return nearly three 

centuries later. he would find to his dismay that while the summer house still stands in what could be described as 'the finest garden in Orkney', it is now in Baikie's garden, Traill's house and garden having vanished as though they had never been. 

In the late 19th century, commercial pressures on a prime site meant that Traill's spacious garden was taken over and redeveloped by 

another 'Garden' - Robert Garden, described in his Orcadian obituary 

as 'Orkney's premier merchant prince'. A serious fire in the 1930s then led to the demolition of the Gallery, leaving the large parking space beside Bridge Street that we know today. The last vestige of Provost Traill's elegant property, the Groatie Hoose, had been spared by Robert Garden, but it now stood forlorn, crumbling and little regarded in the yard behind Garden's bakehouse. 

At the time the Groatie Hoose was built, Stromness and Kirkwall were on relatively good terms. After the union of the parliaments in 1707, Stromness merchants were obliged to pay a share of the royal burgh's land tax in order to conduct foreign trade. But in 1743 Stromness would refuse to pay, starting an expensive legal battle that would end only in 1758 when the House of Lords judged in favour of the Stromness merchants. By this time the burgesses of Kirkwall would cheerfully have hanged the lot of them, and may well have found some compensation in the thought that at least one of their number had gotten his just deserts. 

So I am certain that if the burgesses of Kirkwall could have been present on this occasion, they would have been amused to learn that a Stromness man had been invited to unveil this permanent reminder of the town's infamous son. 

I may say that I stand here neither to apologise for the actions of the Stromness merchants, nor for the misdeeds of Pirate Gow, without whom there would be no Groatie Hoose. 

~ 

Kirkwall Community Council and Orkney Heritage Society are to be congratulated for their persistence and success in rescuing the Groatie Hoose, allowing it to stand once again in a garden/where it can be enjoyed by the public. I have great pleasure in declaring the Groatie Hoose open.

