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William Ballingall was the ninth child of Niel Ballingall who at the time of his birth had served nearly 
thirty years as Factor of Balbirnie.  William was born and brought up at Sweetbank which was the 
Factor’s residence, a place where he himself would become all too familiar with.  After his schooling, 
Ballingall would return to Markinch and began working as an assistant to his father at Balbirnie.  In 1823-
24 James Balfour of Whittinghame had purchased the nearby estate of Balgonie from the Earl of Leven 
and appointed William as his Factor.  William continued to reside at Sweetbank until his marriage in 
1838 to Janet (Jessie) Purdon Hunter when he purchased a home at Kirkforthar Feus in Markinch.  The 
couple would have five children and after his father’s death in 1843 they resided at Sweetbank and the 
home of Kirkforthar Feus in Markinch.  Like his father before him, William also would be an effective, 
efficient and instrumental Factor of his time, managing the estates of Balbirnie and Balgonie 
simultaneously for over five decades.  He was described as “being slightly under middle height with 
broad shoulders and a deep chest.  He kept himself very erect and had an air of authority about him.  His 
dress was simple and always the same, black morning coat, dark trousers and wellington boots.  He 
wore a black silk handkerchief round his neck and a white shirt with a stand-up collar.  This was finished 
off with his tall silk hat.”1  He would also manage the areas two working collieries for decades and 
participate on various company boards and was a member of the Markinch Parochial and the Markinch 
School Boards.  This then is the narrative of the life and times of William Ballingall. 
 
Early years 
 
William Ballingall was born on Tuesday, 16 December 1800 at Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife, 
Scotland.2 He was the ninth child of Niel Ballingall, Factor of Balbirnie, and Isabella Russell.  William was 
baptized on Monday, 29 December 1800 at Markinch Parish.3 
 

 
Fig.1. Baptismal Record of William Ballingall, 29 December 1800, Markinch Parish Records, Crown 
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Fig.2. Markinch Parish Church, Markinch, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © 2010 Michael 

T. Tracy 
 

William spent his early childhood at Sweetbank, a home he would spend most of his entire life at.  
Sweetbank was located 3/8 of a mile west by south of the village of Markinch.4 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.”5 
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Fig.3. Ordnance Survey Name Book for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of 

ScotlandsPlaces.gov.uk 
 

According to the Reverend James Ballingall in his typescript, The Ballingalls of Sweetbank, Markinch 
after an education at the parish school, [William] was sent to board with the Rev. John Laird afterwards 
minister at Cupar, who was then the minister at Portmoak, where he was tutored along with some other 
boys, including Mr. Cheape of Wellfield.  After this, probably around the age of 15, he was sent to 
London, to be with his mother’s brother, William Russell who died in London in 1825 and was buried in 
Bow Churchyard, perhaps with the view of following a commercial career.  But this did not develop and 
[at] aged 17, he returned to Markinch and began work as [an] assistant to his father.”6 
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The Factor of Balgonie 
 
In 1823-24 James Balfour of Whittinghame had purchased the nearby estate of Balgonie from the Earl of 
Leven and appointed William Ballingall as his Factor.  Now he would become a Factor in his own right 
and continued to assist his father at nearby Balbirnie.  William would also continue to reside at 
Sweetbank with his father during this time. 
 
Marriage and Family life 
 
Janet (Jessie) Purdon Hunter was eighteen years younger than William Ballingall, born in 1818 in 
Glasgow.7 After they met the young Factor began dating her.  They were married on Thursday, 6 
December 1838 in Glasgow.8 
 

 
Fig.4. Marriage Record of William Ballingall, 6 December 1838, Glasgow Barony Parish Records, Crown 
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Shortly after their marriage, Ballingall purchased a home at Kirkforthar Feus in Markinch where they 
resided for a short time.  After the death of his father, Niel Ballingall (1750-1843) in April of 1843 the 
couple and young children relocated to Sweetbank and alternated between the residences.  They had 
five children who were all born in Markinch Parish.  They were: 
 
Niel born on Friday, 17 January 18409 and died on Wednesday, 26 July 1916;10 
Andrew Hunter born on Wednesday, 21 July 184111 and died on Wednesday, 10 April 1901;12 
Jessie Alston born on Monday, 20 February 184313 and died March of 1902;14 
William born on Tuesday, 21 January 184515 and died on Sunday, 14 March 1869;16 
James born on Thursday, 3 December 184617 and died on Sunday, 3 October 1926.18 
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The family is listed in the 1841 Scotland Census for Markinch, Fife, Scotland showing William as being 35 
[sic] years of age and working as a Factor and his wife, Jane is listed as being 30 [sic] years of age with 
the following child, Niel age 1.19 
 

 
Fig.5. 1841 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland listing William Ballingall and Family 

 
William became an Elder of Markinch Parish Church in 1844 and “went to church twice every Sunday 
with the family.  On a Sunday morning he would hear each of his children saying the Shorter Catechism 
[and] Bible reading took place in the evening and prayers were conducted every morning and 
evening.”20 

 
Death of Janet (Jessie) Ballingall 
 
Janet (Jessie) Ballingall “did not recover well after the last delivery, and the doctor, giving the usual 
treatment for fever in those days, had her bled.”21 She died on Tuesday, 8 December 1846 at Sweetbank 
at the age of 28.  Janet (Jessie) Ballingall was buried in the Northhall Cemetery on Saturday, 12 
December 1846.22 Her burial record stated, “Hunter, Jessie, age 28, spouse of William Ballingall at 
Sweetbank; 12 December 1846 in south most grave of their grave, in grave of William Ballingall in 
Markinch, interned 1 March 1834, a stone erected at the head.”23 
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Fig.6. Grave of Janet (Jessie) Purdon Ballingall, Northhall Cemetery, Markinch, Fife, Scotland, Photograph 

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

 
 
 
 



Life as a Factor 
 
Since the late 18th century there were two large working collieries, Balgonie and Balbirnie, both of whom 
were under the auspices of the Factor, William Ballingall.  “During his time as Factor on Balbirnie Estate 
the parks on the Lomond Hills were fenced, trees planted and new cot houses and steading were built.  
On Balgonie Estate most of the tasks appear to relate to the coal workings as the opening of the railway 
in the 1840s provided a need for this commodity.  William was new to the coal business and spent a 
great deal of time learning the activities.”24  These collieries employed many people and in 1842 
Ballingall commented on the Balgonie and Balbirnie collieries:  “It has not been the practice of the 
proprietors of these collieries to employ very young persons at the coal for many years.  At Balgonie or 
Thornton Colliery, only six boys are employed, not one under eleven years of age.  At Balbirnie, men are 
only employed, the nayure [nature] of the work requiring full strength.”25 
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Fig.7. Coal Pits and Mines in the Vicinity of Coaltown of Balgonie, Photograph Courtesy of Fifepits.co.uk 

 
Ballingall, like his father before him, would write numerous correspondences to the proprietors 
informing them of various reports on properties, rents, issues of the day and building projects.  One 
such letter written by Ballingall informs Balfour of the building of the new steading at Nuthill (Falkland 
House) in 1824.26 Numerous letters still exist of Ballingall’s letters written in 1825-26 to William Waddel 
regarding rent returns and leases at Auchmuty.27 William Ballingall could ably deal with the interests of 
the Balgonie and Balbirnie estates without first asking permission of the Balfour family.  The same was 
true of any other finances.  Additionally, when leases expired on farms and other properties Ballingall 
had to obtain new tenants by word of mouth and advertising if the tenant did not automatically renew 
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the lease.  One such example of an advertisement was found in the Fife Herald Newspaper on Thursday, 
29 January 1863 looking for a tenant to occupy and farm the lands of Newtonhall.28 
 
The Valuation Rolls 
 
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 for Sweetbank was in the year of 1855 which listed William 
Ballingall as the tenant and occupier with a yearly rent or value of the house estimated at 50 pounds.29 
 

 
Fig.8. 1855 Scotland Valuation Roll for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife listing William Ballingall (Last 

Entry) 
 

The 1865 Valuation Roll for Sweetbank listed Ballingall as the tenant and occupier of the property and 
the yearly rent or value of the residence estimated at 50 pounds.30 
 

 
Fig.9. 1865 Scotland Valuation Roll for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife listing William Ballingall (Last 

Entry) 
 

According to the 1875 Valuation Roll for Sweetbank is unchanged from the previous decade.31 
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Fig.10. 1875 Scotland Valuation Roll for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife listing William Ballingall (Last 

Entry) 
 



 
Fig.11. Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Residence of William Ballingall and Family, Photograph Courtesy of 

the Markinch Heritage Group 
 
 
 
 



The last Valuation Roll which listed William Ballingall as the tenant and occupier of Sweetbank was in the 
year of 1885 and is reproduced below.32 
 

 
Fig.12. 1885 Scotland Valuation Roll for Sweetbank, Markinch Parish, Fife listing William Ballingall (Last 

Entry) 
 

The Census Records 
 
According to William’s youngest son, the Reverend James Ballingall (1846-1926), “Left with five very 
young children, William Ballingall asked his eldest sister-in-law, Annabella Graham Hunter, to take on as 
best she could the mother’s place, and ‘Aunt,’ as all the children called her, lived on at Sweetbank…  The 
other sister-in-law’s, Mary, Eliza and Andrea, came from Glasgow to the Markinch house formerly 
occupied by William Ballingall.”33 This is evidenced by the 1851 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish 
which listed William Ballingall as being 50 years of age and working as a writer in Markinch in practice 
with the following children:  Niel age 11; Andrew Hunter age 9; Jessie age 8; William age 6; James age 4 
and Annabella Hunter, sister-in-law, age 34.34 
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Fig.13. 1851 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland listing William Ballingall and Family 

 
The 1861 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish which showed William Ballingall as being 60 years of age 
and working as a writer in Sweetbank with the following children:  Niel age 21 and working for his father 
as a writer’s clerk; Andrew age 19 and working for his father as a writer’s clerk; William age 16; James 
age 14 and Annabella Hunter, sister-in-law age 44.35 
 

 
Fig.14. 1861 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland listing William Ballingall and Family 

 
By 1871 most of William’s children have married and moved away.  This census listed William as being 
70 years of age, residing at Sweetbank and working as a Factor; his son, Niel is 31 years of age and 
working as an Assistant Factor and Annabella Hunter, sister-in-law to William, is 54 years of age and 
working as a housekeeper.36  
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Fig.15. 1871 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland listing William Ballingall and Family 

(Lines 21-23) 
 

The final census which listed William Ballingall was in 1881.  In this census William was shown as being 
80 years of age and working as a Factor; his son, Niel is shown as being 41 years of age and working as a 
Factor; and his sister-in-law, Annabella Hunter is 64 years of age and working as a housekeeper.37 
 

                                                           
37 1881 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 3, Page 5, Lines 11-13 



 
Fig.16. 1881 Scotland Census for Markinch Parish, Fife, Scotland listing William Ballingall and Family 

(Lines 11-13) 
 

Public Service 
 
In local affairs, the Ballingall family, including William, had a hand in or were at a meeting or on a 
committee of nearly everything that affected the parish of Markinch.  As early as the winter of 1861 
William Ballingall was appointed to the Markinch Parochial Board and he would serve as a member of 
the board until the day he died.38 In 1873 Ballingall was appointed by Colonel Balfour to the Markinch 
School Board, also serving until his death.39 William Ballingall also served on the Board of Directors of 
the Standard Life Assurance Company since 1860.40 Likewise, he was the first member of his immediate 
family to have an avid interest in agricultural matters as there is a record of him becoming a member of 
the Royal Highland and Agricultural Society of Scotland in 1859 and continuing his membership in the 
Society until his death.41 Further mention is reported of Ballingall being a member of the Markinch 
Cottage Gardener’s Society.42 
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A Banquet in His Honour 
 
On Thursday, 21 June 1883 old friends, family members and agriculturalists assembled in the town hall 
of Markinch to attend a banquet honouring William Ballingall as Factor of the Balgonie and Balbirnie 
estates for over 50 years.43 Ballingall was gifted a handsome plate by the tenants and workers on the 
estates.  The inscription read:  “Presented to William Ballingall, Esq., by the tenantry and employees of 
the Balbirnie and Balgonie in recognition of his upright and honourable conduct for upwards of 50 years 
during which time he was factor on the Estates, 21 June 1883.”44 At the banquet his cousin and long-
time friend, John Ballingall (1824-1912) of Dunbog stated: ‘During the time Mr. Ballingall had managed 
the estates great progress had been made in all the arts of life and not the least in the science of 
agriculture.  The factor had thus had to draw up plans to meet the altered circumstances of the time.  
The lands had been improved.  Thorough drainage had been instituted and other changes had been 
introduced in all of which Mr. Ballingall had taken an active part.  They all knew that in the details of 
management he was exceedingly painstaking and that while sincerely attached to the interest of his 
employer, he had the entire confidence of tenants, and workers on the estate.  His kindness of 
disposition was well known, as was the gentle spirit of his management.  The tenants all knew Mr. 
Ballingall as a personal friend who at the same time looked well after the interests of the proprietors.  
No tenant who asked for the renewal of his lease had ever been repulsed and no new arrangements had 
been made at the end of a lease without the tenant having the first offer.  In that way leases had 
descended from father to son among the tenantry on the estates.”45 
 

 
Fig.17. John Ballingall, Fife’s Oldest Agriculturalist taken in about 1912, Photograph Courtesy of Michael 

T. Tracy © 2010 Michael T. Tracy 
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Fig.18. Markinch Town Hall, Markinch, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of Michael T. Tracy © 2010 Michael T. 

Tracy 
 
The Will of William Ballingall 
 
On Saturday, 18 November 1882 William Ballingall made out his Last Will and Testament at 
Sweetbank.46 Contained in his rather very specific will, Ballingall did not forget his sister-in-law, 
Annabella Graham Hunter, who since his wife’s death in 1846, took care of and raised his five children.  
He directed that she was to receive a yearly annuity of 200 pounds for the rest of her life and she could 
continue to reside at Sweetbank for as long as his children had occupancy permission from the Balfour 
family.47 She was also to receive upon his death, the marble figures which stood on the mantelpiece.48 
Furthermore, to his son, James, and daughter, Jessie Reid, they were to receive 500 pounds each.49 To 
his eldest son, Niel, he was to receive all his watches, rings, household furniture, silver plate, books and 
photographs.50 Additionally, the diamond ring that was given to him by his brother, James Ballingall 
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(1798-1856) was to be given to his son, James.51 Lastly, the ring given to him by his late wife, Janet 
(1818-1846) Ballingall, was to be given to his son, Andrew Hunter Ballingall.52 
 
Death of William Ballingall 
 
“In his later years William continued to ride around the estate on a Sussex cob pony but had to give this 
up around four or five years before his death…”53 William Ballingall died on Monday, 1 October 1888 at 
Sweetbank, Markinch Parish at the age of 87 of senile decay.54 He was taken to John Mitchell, the 
undertaker at Markinch.55 
 

 
Fig.19. Death Record of William Ballingall, 1 October 1888, Markinch Parish Records, Crown Copyright 

 
His obituary notice was published in the Fife Free Press and Kirkcaldy Guardian Newspaper and read “At 
Sweet Bank, Markinch, on the 1st inst., William Ballingall, in his 88th [sic] year.”56 William Ballingall was 
buried in the Northhall Cemetery in Markinch on Thursday, 4 October 1888 and his gravestone still 
stands presently and reads:  “William Ballingall 16 Dec 1800 – 1 Oct 1888.”  His funeral bill was recorded 
by John Mitchell, the undertaker charged the family 6 pounds, 15 shillings and 6 pence.57 Later an 
inventory was conducted at Sweetbank on Thursday, 15 November 1888 and it was determined that the 
value of his personal estate was recorded as being 12,019 pounds, 13 shillings and 6 pence.58 
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Fig.20. Graves of William Ballingall and Family, Northhall Cemetery, Markinch, Fife, Scotland, 

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

 William Ballingall was Factor on Balgonie for over 53 years, and on Balbirnie, if the time is 
included of when he assisted his father was for 66 years.  Like his father before him, William was a 
trusted Factor of the Balfour family.  He began working as an assistant to his father at Balbirnie and in 
1823-24 he was appointed Factor of Balgonie.  Ballingall resided at the Factor’s House at Sweetbank for 
a good portion of his 87 years. 
 
 He married Janet (Jessie) Purdon Hunter in 1838 and they would have five children, the eldest 
son, Niel (1840-1916), would succeed his father as Factor of Balgonie and Balbirnie in his own right thus 
becoming the third generation of the family to hold the position.  William, however, was an effective 
and influential Factor of his time and would also manage the areas two working collieries for decades 



and famously state in 1842 that it has not been the practice of the proprietors of these collieries to 
employ very young persons at the coal pits. 
 
 After losing his beloved wife, William asked his sister-in-law, Annabella Graham Hunter, to help 
raise the five young children which she did with great earnest and vigour.  She would continue to reside 
at Sweetbank long after William’s death and live to see some the children are grown and married with 
their own children.   
 
 As early as the winter of 1861, Ballingall was appointed to the Markinch Parochial Board and 
served on that board for over 28 years.  He was appointed by Colonel Balfour to the Markinch School 
Board in 1873 and likewise served the school and its interests during the next 15 years.  William 
Ballingall served the tenant and workers of the Balbirnie and Balgonie estates for over 50 years in which 
he held himself with the utmost honour and conduct.  Fife can be justly proud of one of its own, William 
Ballingall, the Factor of Balbirnie and Balgonie.  William Ballingall is warmly commemorated here in 
grateful esteem and recognition by his distant second cousin, Michael T. Tracy.  This work is dedicated 
to the Memory of William Ballingall. 
 
Memoratus in aeternum (Forever Remembered) 
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