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Niel Ballingall was the eldest son of William Ballingall (1800-1888), Factor of the estates of Balbirnie and 
Balgonie in Markinch Parish, Fife.  Niel would eventually follow in his father’s footsteps becoming the 
third generation of the Ballingall family to retain the position of Factor to the Balfour family.  Niel 
Ballingall would purchase residences in the parish more than his father and grandfather ever did, 
becoming a proprietor of a residence at Coaltown of Balgonie, Milton of Balgonie and residences on 
Betson and Commercial Streets in the village of Markinch.  He developed a very strong interest in 
farming and the breeding of cattle but it was in the great development of coal mining on the Balgonie 
estate that he found the fullest scope for his abilities and energy.1 Niel would never marry, thus ending 
the line of succession of Ballingalls who would become future Factors of the estates of Balbirnie and 
Balgonie of the Balfour family.  With Niel’s death in 1916, his demise effectively ended the dominance of 
the family as Factors which spanned 142 years.  Ballingall himself served in the position for 24 years 
before his retirement in October of 1912.  This then is the narrative of the life and times of the last 
Ballingall Factor of Balbirnie and Balgonie. 
 
Early years 
 
Niel Ballingall was born on Friday, 17 January 1840 at Kirkforthar Feus in the village of Markinch, 
Markinch Parish, Fife.2 He was the first child of William Ballingall, Factor of Balbirnie and Balgonie, and 
Janet (Jessie) Purdon Hunter.  He was baptized on Friday, 7 February 1840 at Markinch Parish.3 
 

 
Fig.1. Baptismal Record of Niel Ballingall, 7 February 1840, Markinch Parish Records, Crown Copyright 

 

                                                           
1 Ballingall, Rev. James.  The Ballingalls of Sweetbank, Markinch.  Typescript, undated 
2 Baptismal Record of Niel Ballingall, 7 February 1840, Markinch Parish Records, Old Parish Records, 447/0050 0175 
3 Baptismal Record of Niel Ballingall, 7 February 1840, Markinch Parish Records, Old Parish Records, 447/0050 0175 



 
Fig.2. Markinch Parish Church, Markinch, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © 2010 Michael 

T. Tracy 
 

After the death of his grandfather and namesake, Niel Ballingall (1750-1843), the family moved from the 
residence at Kirkforthar Feus to the Factor’s residence at Sweetbank in the year of 1843 when the young 
boy was 3 years old.  This is evident by the 1841 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish which listed Niel 
residing with his parents and was shown as being a year old.4 
 

 
Fig.3. 1841 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland listing Niel Ballingall 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4 1841 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 4, Page 3 



Now at Sweetbank, the home the family settled in at, it would later become his primary residence for 
the rest of his life. 
 

 
Fig.4. Sweetbank House, Markinch Parish, Photograph Courtesy of the Markinch Heritage Group 

 
 



Sweetbank was located 3/8 of a mile west by south of the village of Markinch.5 The property is 
described in the Ordnance Survey Name Books of 1853-55 as “a dwelling house with garden attached, 
occupied by Mr. [William] Ballingall, Factor for the Estates of Balbirnie and Balgonie, the property of Mr. 
Balfour, Balbirnie House.”6 
 

 
Fig.5. Ordnance Survey Name Book for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of 

ScotlandsPlaces.gov.uk 
 
 

                                                           
5 Ordnance Survey Name Books, Fife and Kinrossshire Ordnance Survey Name Books, 1853-1855, Volume 92, OS1/13/92/31 
6 Ordnance Survey Name Books, Fife and Kinrossshire Ordnance Survey Name Books, 1853-1855, Volume 92, OS1/13/92/31 



 
Fig.6. Ordnance Survey Map, 1856 showing Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of 

the National Library of Scotland 
 

The Sweetbank house was demolished in the early 2000’s due to its age, neglect and the cost of 
renovations.  Niel Ballingall attended college at the University of St. Andrews in the 1856-57 terms along 
with his younger brother, Andrew Hunter Ballingall (1841-1901) studying Chemistry.7 
 

                                                           
7 Anderson, James Maitland.  The Matriculation Roll of the University of St. Andrews, 1747-1897.  London and Edinburgh:  William Blackwood 
and Sons, 1905, p. 124 



 
Fig.7. Matriculation Roll of the University of St. Andrews for Niel Ballingall, 1856-57 Term, Matriculation 

Roll of the University of St. Andrews, 1747-1897, Page 124 
 
 
 
 
 
 



After his schooling, Niel began to assist his father in the Factor’s office at Sweetbank in about 1857 
when he was 17 years of age.8 
 
Member of the Fife Mounted Rifles (Fife Light Horse) 
 
The Fife Mounted Rifles was officially recognized on Thursday, 7 June 1860 and organized by Captain 
Anstruther Thomson.  Ballingall had just turned 20 years of age in January and readily enlisted.9 The 
Corps was made up of 4 troops with headquarters of the Brigade at Cupar.10 It is not known how long 
Ballingall was in the Fife Mounted Rifles however in 1870 the designation of the regiment was changed 
to the Fife Light Horse.11 
 
The Early Census Records 
 
Niel Ballingall is listed in the 1851 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish as being 11 years of age, residing 
at Sweetbank and attending school.12 
 

 
Fig.8. 1851 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife listing Niel Ballingall (Line 5) 

 
The 1861 Scotland Census for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish listed Niel as being 21 years of age and 
working as a writer’s clerk or commonly referred to as an Assistant Factor.13 
 

                                                           
8 Ballingall, Rev. James.  The Ballingalls of Sweetbank, Markinch.  Typescript, undated 
9 Gourlay, Ian, Wilkie, Ken, Manson, Bruce.  Markinch:  Its Church and Parish.  2010, p. 149 
10 Thaneofife.org.  Accessed at:  www.thaneoffife.org.uk/light-horse.html 
11 Thaneofife.org.  Accessed at:  www.thaneoffife.org.uk/light-horse.html 
12 1851 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 3, Page 14, Line 5 
13 1861 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 3, Page 14, Line 16 



 
Fig.9. 1861 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife listing Niel Ballingall (Line 16) 

 
According to the 1871 Scotland Census for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Niel is shown as being 31 years 
of age and working as an Assistant Factor.14 
 

 
Fig.10. 1871 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife listing Niel Ballingall (Line 22) 

 
By 1881 Niel is residing with his father at Sweetbank and is listed as being 41 years of age and is a 
Factor.15 By this time he was appointed Factor of Lord Leven and Melville’s estate near Ladybank.16 He 
was noted to adopt new and improved methods but managed to stay clear of anything approaching rash 
experiments.17 
 

                                                           
14 1871 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 3, Page 5, Line 22 
15 1881 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 3, Page 5, Line 12 
16 Gourlay, Ian, Wilkie, Ken, Manson, Bruce.  Markinch:  Its Church and Parish.  2010, p. 148 
17 Gourlay, Ian, Wilkie, Ken, Manson, Bruce.  Markinch:  Its Church and Parish.  2010, p. 148 



 
Fig.11. 1881 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife listing Niel Ballingall (Line 12) 

 
The Factor of Balbirnie and Balgonie 
 
William Ballingall died on Monday, 1 October 1888 at Sweetbank at the age of 87.18 Niel served as his 
father’s Assistant Factor for the last 31 years and now he would succeed him of the Balbirnie and 
Balgonie estates in his own right.  The Balbirnie Home Farm and other farms on that estate were from 
time to time on his hands, as searches were made for new tenants.19 Like his father, Niel had a great 
interest in farming and long before he became Factor he joined the Royal Highland and Agricultural 
Society of Scotland at the age of 31 in the year of 1871.20 He also developed an avid interest in the 
breeding of cattle.21 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
18 Death Record of William Ballingall, 1 October 1888, Markinch Parish Records, Old Parish Records 447/0000 0118 
19 Ballingall, Rev. James.  The Ballingalls of Sweetbank, Markinch.  Typescript, undated 
20 Transactions of RHASS, 1790-1969, Transactions of RHASS 1880-1889, Volume 1881, p. 5 
21 Ballingall, Rev. James.  The Ballingalls of Sweetbank, Markinch.  Typescript, undated 



 Located less than a mile from the village of Coaltown of Balgonie, was the Lochtyside coal pit. 
Niel’s youngest brother, the Reverend James Ballingall wrote:  “it was in the great development of coal 
mining on the Balgonie Estate that he [Niel] found the fullest scope for his abilities and energy.  The old 
Lochtyside coal pit, sunk in 1845, and continued till 1912, was beginning to get worked out during his 
lifetime, and a project was started for a new and much larger pit.  This was the Julian Pit, close to 
Thornton Junction.  Work began in 1883 and was completed in 1886.”22 
 
The Valuation Rolls of Sweetbank 
 
The Lands Valuation (Scotland) Act of 1854 established a uniform valuation of landed property 
throughout Scotland, which was collected annually for each parish in each county and burgh.  These 
records record the name of each proprietor, the occupier of the property and the annual rateable value 
of the property.  The first Valuation Roll under the Factorship of Niel Ballingall was in the year of 1895 
which listed him as the tenant and occupier with a yearly rent or value of the house estimated at 50 
pounds.23 
 

 
Fig.12. 1895 Scotland Valuation Roll for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife listing Niel Ballingall (Last 

Entry) 
 

The 1905 Valuation Roll for Sweetbank is unchanged from the previous decade.24 
 

 
Fig.13. 1905 Scotland Valuation Roll for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife listing Niel Ballingall (Last 

Entry) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
22 Ballingall, Rev. James.  The Ballingalls of Sweetbank, Markinch.  Typescript, undated 
23 1895 Scotland Valuation Roll for Sweetbank, Markinch, Fife, Scotland (VR010100041/398) 
24 1905 Scotland Valuation Roll for Sweetbank, Markinch, Fife, Scotland (VR010100051/443) 



The last Valuation Roll in which Niel Ballingall was listed in was in the year of 1915 and showed him as 
residing at Sweetbank and the yearly rent or value of the house was again estimated at 50 pounds.25 
 

 
Fig.14. 1915 Scotland Valuation Roll for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife listing Niel Ballingall (Last 

Entry) 
 

Public Service 
 
In local affairs, the Ballingall family, including Niel, had a hand in or were at a meeting or on a committee 
of nearly everything that affected Markinch Parish.  Niel was elected to the County Council in 189026 and 
like his father was a member of the Markinch School Board in 1897 serving on the board until his death. 
 
A Proprietor 
 
Ballingall was also a proprietor of various lands and residences around Markinch.  He owned a residence 
at Coaltown of Balgonie;27 Milton of Balgonie;28 30 Betson Street in Markinch;29 and a residence located 
on Commercial Street in Markinch.30 
 
The Census Records 
 
According to the 1891 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Niel is listed as being 51 years of age and is 
a Factor and residing with his aunt, Annabella Hunter.31 
 

                                                           
25 1915 Scotland Valuation Roll for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland (VR010100061/507) 
26 Dundee Courier Newspaper, 6 February 1890, p. 3 
27 1905 Scotland Valuation Roll for Coaltown, Markinch, Fife, Scotland (VR010100051) 
28 1905 Scotland Valuation Roll for Coaltown, Markinch, Fife, Scotland (VR010100051) 
29 1915 Scotland Valuation Roll for 30 Betson Street, Markinch, Fife, Scotland (VR010100061) 
30 1915 Scotland Valuation Roll for 30 Betson Street, Markinch, Fife, Scotland (VR010100061) 
31 1891 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 3, Page 1, Line 16 



 
Fig.15. 1891 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife listing Niel Ballingall (Line 16) 

 
The 1901 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish listed Ballingall as being 61 years of age and is a Factor 
and residing with his cousin, Robert Ballingall, who is working as his assistant.32 
 

 
Fig.16. 1901 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife listing Niel Ballingall (Line 10) 
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The final census in which Ballingall was listed in was for the year of 1911 which indicated that he was 71 
years of age, residing at Sweetbank and is a Factor.33 
 

 
Fig.17. 1911 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife listing Niel Ballingall (Line 19) 

 
Retirement as Factor 
 
In October of 1912, Niel Ballingall found it necessary to retire as Factor of Balbirnie and Balgonie 
because of health reasons.34 “A presentation was made to him by the overseers and foremen of the 
works, in the name of the 510 employees, at the hall in Coaltown of Balgonie, which had been built for 
their own use.”35 The address which was signed by all the overseers and foremen and stated:  “’We the 
employees of Balgonie Colliery and Brickwork desire to express our great regret that you have found it 
necessary to terminate your long connection with the active management of this colliery, since your 
boyhood you have been interested in the Colliery and its workmen.  In 1883 you set about the sinking 
and fitting the Julian pit and after many difficulties, you succeeded in developing the mineral resources 
of Balgonie Estate to an extent greater than was ever contemplated.  The pit was supplied with the best 
appliances of the day and ever since you have shown much enterprise and judgment in readily adopting 
the most modern machinery electric and other that could be obtained to keep the colliery up to date.  
We know that apart from our duties as workmen you took a hearty interest in our personal welfare and 
we desire to express our appreciation of your standard of the miners’ houses you have erected.  We felt 
we could not allow the relationship between you, for Charles Balfour the owner of the Colliery and us 
his employees to terminate without expressing to you our appreciation of the kindly interest you ever 
took in us and the pleasant relations that always subsisted between us.’”36  When he retired it ended 
142 years of continuous service of his family’s Factorship of the estates of Balbirnie and Balgonie.  The 
Balfour family allowed Niel to continue to reside at Sweetbank, a residence that he had known all his life 
in retirement.  Ballingall was interested in golf and bowling.  When the “old” Markinch Golf Club 
presently called the Balbirnie Park Golf Club in 1905, “the Ballingall Cup was presented for the 
competition by the ladies of the club by Neil Ballingall the Factor for the estate at the time.”37 “The 

                                                           
33 1911 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 3, Page 1, Line 19 
34 Ballingall, Rev. James.  The Ballingalls of Sweetbank, Markinch.  Typescript, undated 
35 Ballingall, Rev. James.  The Ballingalls of Sweetbank, Markinch.  Typescript, undated 
36 Gourlay, Ian, Wilkie, Ken, Manson, Bruce.  Markinch:  Its Church and Parish.  2010, p. 149 
37 Gourlay, Ian, Wilkie, Ken, Manson, Bruce.  Markinch:  Its Church and Parish.  2010, p. 39 



Ballingall Trophy” which is still presently contested for was presented to the Balgonie Colliery Bowling 
Club by Niel Ballingall for annual competition beginning in 1914 is the oldest trophy held by the Club. 
  
The Will of Niel Ballingall 
 
On Thursday, 15 February 1912 Niel Ballingall decided to make out his Last Will and Testament.38 He 
decided to leave to each of the children of his sister, Jessie Alston Reid (1843-1902) 1,500 pounds 
each.39 Additional money was to be left to his cousin, Niel Ballingall, 2,000; to his clerk, William Marshall, 
1,500 pounds; the clerk and agent for the Balgonie Colliery Company, 1,000 pounds; his clerk, James 
White, 50 pounds and to each of his servants, 5 pounds each for every year they were in his service and 
employment.40 His Last Will and Testament are reproduced below. 
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39 Last Will and Testament of Niel Ballingall, 15 February 1912, Cupar Sheriff Court (SC20/56/16) 
40 Last Will and Testament of Niel Ballingall, 15 February 1912, Cupar Sheriff Court (SC20/56/16) 



 
Fig.18. Last Will and Testament of Niel Ballingall, 15 February 1912, Page 1, Photograph Courtesy of 

Scotlandspeople.gov.uk 



 
Fig.19. Last Will and Testament of Niel Ballingall, 15 February 1912, Page 2, Photograph Courtesy of 

Scotlandspeople.gov.uk 



 
Fig.20. Last Will and Testament of Niel Ballingall, 15 February 1912, Page 3, Photograph Courtesy of 

Scotlandspeople.gov.uk 
 

The Death of Niel Ballingall 
 
Ballingall had been suffering from a heart condition for a number of years.  In his retirement, he lived 
quietly at Sweetbank now only with his servants.  On Wednesday, 26 July 1916 Niel Ballingall died at 
Sweetbank of arteriosclerosis exhaustion at the age of 76.41 
 

 
Fig.21. Death Record of Niel Ballingall, 26 July 1916, Markinch Parish Records, Crown Copyright 

 
His obituary notice was published in the Fife Free Press and Kirkcaldy Guardian Newspaper and read:  
“Death of Niel Ballingall, solicitor, occurred after a long illness at his residence, Sweetbank, Markinch, 
who died on Wednesday, was for many years factor to Mr. Charles E. Balfour of Balbirnie, and he had 
also a long connection with the Balgonie estate as factor for Mr. C. B. Balfour.  At the opening of the 
handsome new hall which had been gifted to the inhabitants of Coaltown of Balgonie and district, by Mr. 
C. B. Balfour of Balgonie then M. P. [Member of Parliament], Mr. Balfour referred to Mr. Ballingal’s 
connection with his family.  He said the connection was very old.  Mr. Ballingal’s father was his father’s 
factor and his grandfather’s factor, and Mr. Ballingal’s grandfather was his great-grandfather’s factor.  
Mr. Ballingal identified himself for a number of years with the life and work of the district.  At the time 
of his death, he was a Commissioner of Supply and a Justice of the Peace for the County of Fife, and he 
was joint secretary of the Markinch Gas Company.  For a number of years, he represented the division of 
Markinch South in Fife County Council and was on the Markinch School Board and Parish Council.  He 
was also clerk and treasurer of the Markinch Water Company.”42 Reverend James Henderson Bryden, 
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Minister at the time of Markinch Parish Church wrote:  “’By the death of Mr. Niel Ballingal at Sweetbank 
on 26 July a long and interesting chapter in the history of the parish is closed.  He was a man absolutely 
unique.  Unique was also the connection of his family with the parish and district.  One hundred and 
forty-six years ago, in the year before Sir Walter Scott was born, his grandfather, Niel Ballingal, was 
appointed factor on Balbirnie.  He was succeeded by his son William Ballingal who also became factor on 
Balgonie Estate, and to the two offices, the late factor was appointed in 1880.  Born seventy-six years 
ago, he grew into the Estate, so to speak, and had a most intimate knowledge of its needs and 
capabilities.  He knew his tenants well, he selected them with the utmost care, many of them he helped 
in crucial times, and it was due in no small measure to his insight and sound judgment that these two 
estates were amongst the best managed in Scotland and the tenants were second to none.  He won the 
confidence of the tenants and he won the confidence of the two proprietors and was trusted by laird 
and tenant alike.  He won the confidence is a very remarkable degree of the miners in the Balgonie coal 
fields and few things afforded him more gratification than the presentation he received from them on 
relinquishing the management of Balgonie Estate and colliery.  He served on many public bodies and 
served them well.  Slow to make up his mind, he had seldom to revise it.  He was a devoted member of 
the congregation, a generous supporter of its schemes and enterprises, and his unfailing attendance at 
public worship was a lesson to us all.  He was a strong man, a just man, a man of resolute will, a man of 
few words and of kindly resolute will, a man of few words and of kindly heart, and now that he is gone 
we shall realize how large a part he played in the life of the community and we may well say that we 
shall not look upon his like again.’”43   Niel Ballingall was buried on Saturday, 29 July 1916 in the 
Ballingall family burial lot in Northhall Cemetery in Markinch.  His gravestone still stands presently and 
reads:  “Niel Ballingall, Factor, Born 17 Jan 1840, Died 26 July 1916.” 
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Fig.222. Grave of Niel Ballingall and Family, Northhall Cemetery, Markinch, Fife, Scotland, Photograph 

Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © 2010 Michael T. Tracy 
 
 



On Friday, 29 September 1916 an inventory was conducted at Sweetbank on the estate of the deceased 
Factor.44 
 
 With the death of Niel Ballingall, his demise effectively ended the family’s Factorship to the 
Balfour family on the estates of Balbirnie and Balgonie which spanned 142 years.  However, this is not 
what the third Ballingall Factor will be remembered for, but rather the great development of coal mining 
on the Balgonie estate.  Ballingall worked to get the old Lochtyside coal pit up and operational, during 
his tenure as estate Factor.  Like his father and grandfather before him, Niel Ballingall was an effective 
and influential Factor of his time and for 24 years held himself with the utmost honour and conduct.  
Fife can be quite proud of one of its own, Niel Ballingall, the Factor of Balbirnie and Balgonie.  Niel 
Ballingall, the namesake of his grandfather is warmly commemorated here in grateful esteem and 
recognition by his distant third cousin, Michael T. Tracy.  This work is dedicated to the Memory of Niel 
Ballingall. 
 
Memoratus in aeternum (Forever Remembered) 
 
 

Copyright © 2017 Michael T. Tracy 
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