
James Lyell (1786-1865):  The Linen Manufacturer of Newburgh 
By His Distant Fourth Cousin, Michael T. Tracy 

 
Like his father and grandfather before him, James Lyell was a linen manufacturer in Newburgh, Fife 
situated on the Firth of Tay.  Newburgh’s industries consisted of the making of linen and floor cloth, 
quarrying and salmon fisheries all of which have now long gone.  The Lyell family history has had a long 
association with Newburgh dating back to the early 1700s when Alexander Lyell (1684- ) and Isobel Buist 
(1691- ) were married there in 1712 and had eight children who were all born and raised there.  At least 
four generations of the family have resided in Newburgh. 
 

 
Fig.1. Newburgh, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of Love of Scotland 

 
James most likely learned the trade from his father, George (1752- ), and inherited the business from 
him upon his death.  Lyell met and married Margaret Haggart in 1828 and they had six children who 
were all born in Newburgh.  The family resided on High Street where his shop was located as well.  Lyell 
was elected as a Magistrate of Newburgh Burgh in November of 1842 and eventually rose to be the 
Chief Magistrate of Newburgh.1 This then is the narrative of James Lyell, the linen manufacturer of 
Newburgh. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
1 Fife Herald Newspaper, 10 November 1842, p. 3 



Early years 
 
James Lyell was born on Thursday, 16 March 1786 at Newburgh, Newburgh Parish, Fife.2 He was the 
third child of George Lyell, a weaver, and Christian Longlands.  James Lyell was baptized on Sunday, 19 
March 1786 at Newburgh Parish Church.3  
 

 
Fig.2. Baptismal Record of James Lyell, 19 March 1786, Newburgh Parish Records, Crown Copyright 

 
The parish of Newburgh “forms the boundary of the county of Fife on the N. [North] W. [West].  The 
extent of the parish is inconsiderable, and its figure very irregular, one part of it being detached from 
the other.4 The town of Newburgh, consists of one street of considerable length, with small suburbs at 
each end, and a lane leading towards the shore from its centre.  The houses, on each side of the lane, 
and in the suburbs, have been built within these 30 years.  The town itself does not occupy more ground 
than it did at the end of the last century…5 
 

 
Fig.3. Ordnance Survey Map of Newburgh, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of the National Library of Scotland 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
2 Baptismal Record of James Lyell, 19 March 1786, Newburgh Parish Records, Old Parish Records 450/0010 0235 
3 Baptismal Record of James Lyell, 19 March 1786, Newburgh Parish Records, Old Parish Records 450/0010 0235 
4 The Statistical Accounts of Scotland 1791-1845, Newburgh, County of Fife, OSA, Volume VIII, 1793, p. 170 
5 The Statistical Accounts of Scotland 1791-1845, Newburgh, County of Fife, OSA, Volume VIII, 1793, p. 179 



The trade which occupies the greatest number of hands is that of weaving cloth.  No fewer than 270 of 
the inhabitants are at present employed in it.  The weavers of Newburgh, however, do not yet abide 
constantly by the loom.  Accustomed from their early years, to handle the oar… they betake themselves, 
in considerable numbers, to sea-faring life, when the price of these kinds of cloth, which they are in the 
practice of weaving, falls low in the market.”6 Very little is known of James Lyell’s youth. 
 
Marriage and Family life 
 
Margaret Haggart was born in March of 1798 in Dysart Parish.7 Later, along with her family, she moved 
to Leslie Parish.  James Lyell met her and they soon began dating.  They were married on Saturday, 18 
October 1828 at Newburgh Parish.8 
 

 
Fig.4. Marriage Record of James Lyell, 18 October 1828, Newburgh Parish Records, Crown Copyright 

 
The couple had six children who were all born in Newburgh.  They were: 
 
Barbara baptized on Sunday, 5 June 18319 and died on Wednesday, 11 May 1842; 
Christian baptized on Sunday, 12 May 183310 and died on Saturday, 27 August 1859;11 
George baptized on Sunday, 30 November 183412 and did on Wednesday, 20 January 1910;13 
Andrew born on Friday, 14 October 183614 and died on Saturday, 18 December 1897;15 
Margaret baptized on Sunday, 7 April 183916 and died in 1875;17 
Ann baptized on Sunday, 4 April 1841.18 
 
 
 

                                                           
6 The Statistical Accounts of Scotland 1791-1845, Newburgh, County of Fife, OSA, Volume VIII, 1793, p. 180 
7 Baptismal Record of Margaret Haggart, 18 March 1798, Dysart Parish Records, Old Parish Records 426/040 0325 
8 Marriage Record of James Lyell, 18 October 1828, Newburgh Parish Records, Old Parish Records 450/0020 0234 
9 Baptismal Record of Barbara Lyell, 5 June 1831, Newburgh Parish Records, Old Parish Records 450/0020 0058 
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11 Greenock Advertiser Newspaper, Obituary Notice of Christian Black, 15 November 1859, p. 2 
12 Baptismal Record of George Lyell, 30 November 1834, Newburgh Parish Records, Old Parish Records 450/0020 0074 
13 Australia, Victoria, Index to Probate Registers, 1841-1989, database with images, Family Search, 2016 
14 Baptismal Record of Andrew Lyell, 23 October 1836, Newburgh Parish Records, Old Parish Records 450/0020 0087 
15 Death Record of Andrew Lyell, 18 December 1897, Australia Death Index, 1787-1985. Ancestry.com. Provo, UT, USA:  Ancestry.com 
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16 Baptismal Record of Margaret Lyell, 7 April 1839, Newburgh Parish Records, Old Parish Records 450/0020 0101 
17 Death Record of Margaret Lawson, 1875, Newburgh Parish Records, Statutory Deaths 450/0000 0023 
18 Baptismal Record of Ann Lyell, 4 April 1841, Newburgh Parish Records, Old Parish Records 450/0020 0115 



The Linen Manufacturer 
 
As stated previously, James likely learned the trade from his father, George (1752- ) and inherited the 
business from him upon his death.  The linen shop was located on High Street in Newburgh.  The 
property is described as being situated on “the north side of High Street of Newburgh… and consisting of 
two substantial dwelling houses of two storeys each, fronting the street.  Also, two closes of houses 
occupied as dwelling houses, weaving shops and manufacturing premises.  Also, about an imperial acre 
of garden and orchards, planted with fruit trees of the best kinds, in full bearing.”19 
 

 
Fig.5. Old High Street, Newburgh, Fife, Photograph Courtesy of the Fife Family History Society 

 
As early as 1833, James Lyell was listed as a linen manufacturer at Newburgh.20 He is also listed in the 
1837 Pignot and Company’s National Commercial Directory of Scotland.21 
 

                                                           
19 Fife Herald Newspaper, 20 September 1849, p. 1 
20 Sasine Deed of James Lyell, 28 September 1833, Newburgh Burgh Sasines, 1813-1926 (B54/2 Series), National Archives of Scotland, Volume 
3, Folio 188 
21 Pignot and Co.’s National Commercial Directory of Scotland. London:  J. Pignot and Co., 1837, p. 409 



 
Fig.6. 1837 Pignot and Co.’s National Commercial Directory of Scotland listing James Lyell under 

Manufacturers & Agents 
 

 By 1849, the linen industry was already in decline in such places as Newburgh.  Indeed, this was 
evident for the Lyell family as they were having trouble making ends meet as their business was 
apparently bankrupt.  The Fife Herald Newspaper of Thursday, 23 August 1849 stated: “creditors of 
James Lyell, cloth manufacturer in Newburgh [will] meet in the George’s Inn, there, 5th September, one 
o’clock.”22 The outcome was later obvious in that Lyell lost his linen manufacturing business and a public 
roupe [sale] was scheduled for Tuesday, 2 October 1849 of his property as this notice illustrates.23  
 

                                                           
22 Fife Herald Newspaper, 23 August 1849, p. 2 
23 Fife Herald Newspaper, 20 September 1849, p. 1 



 
Fig.7. Notice of the Public Roupe (Sale) of the Property of James Lyell, Fife Herald Newspaper, 20 

September 1849, Page 1 
 

There is evidence that Lyell continued to reside at his residence until at least 185524 however, by 1861 
he has moved to a residence on Clinton Street.25 
 

                                                           
24 1855 Scotland Valuation Roll for Newburgh, Fife, Scotland (VR00600001/44) 
25 1861 Scotland Census for Newburgh, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 2, Page 22, Lines 22-25 



 
Fig.8. 1855 Scotland Valuation Roll for James Lyell, Newburgh, Fife 

 
Margaret Lyell, his wife, began working as a dressmaker and is listed as such in 1861.26 
 

 
Fig.9. 1861 Slater’s Royal National Commercial Directory and Topography of Scotland listing Margaret 

Lyell, Page 587, Photograph Courtesy of the National Library of Scotland 
 

The Census Records 
 
According to the 1841 Scotland Census for Newburgh, Fife, Scotland, James Lyell is listed as being 50 
[sic] years of age and working as a manufacturer; his wife, Margaret is 40 years of age with the following 
children:  Barbara age 10; Christian age 8; George age 6; Andrew age 4; Margaret age 2; and Ann age 2 
months.27 
 

                                                           
26 1861 Slater’s Royal National Commercial Directory and Topography of Scotland.  London:  Isaac Slater, 1861, p. 587 
27 1841 Scotland Census for Newburgh, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 4; Page 8 



 
Fig.10. 1841 Scotland Census for Newburgh, Fife, Scotland listing James Lyell and Family 

 
 The 1851 Scotland Census for Newburgh listed James Lyell as residing on High Street, age given 
as 64 years of age and working as a linen manufacturer and Justice of the Peace; his wife, Margaret, is 
52 years of age with the following children:  George age 16 and working as a printer and bookbinder 
apprentice; Margaret age 12 and attending school; Ann age 10 and attending school; and Christian age 
17 and working as a dressmaker.28 
 

 
Fig.11. 1851 Scotland Census for Newburgh, Fife, Scotland listing James Lyell and Family 

 
 According to the 1861 Scotland Census for Newburgh, James Lyell is now 75 years of age and is a 
retired linen manufacturer; his wife, Margaret is 62 years of age and their daughter, Margaret is 22 
years of age and working as a dressmaker, with the family residing on Clinton Street.29 
 

 
Fig.12. 1861 Scotland Census for Newburgh, Fife, Scotland listing James Lyell and Family 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
28 1851 Scotland Census for Newburgh, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 5, Page 29, Lines 5-10 
29 1861 Scotland Census for Newburgh, Fife, Scotland; Enumeration District 2, Page 22, Lines 22-24 



A Magistrate 
 
In November of 1842, James Lyell was elected as a Magistrate representing Newburgh.30 
 

 
Fig.13. Lyell elected as a Newburgh Magistrate, Fife Herald Newspaper, 10 November 1842, Page 3 

 
By 1846, Lyell was appointed as Chief Magistrate and according to the Fife Herald Newspaper dated 
Thursday, 12 February 1846 he addressed the issue of the Repeal of the Corn Laws which is reproduced 
below.31 
 

 
Fig.14. Repeal of the Corn Laws, Fife Herald Newspaper, 12 February 1846, Page 3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
30 Fife Herald Newspaper, 10 November 1842, p. 3 
31 Fife Herald Newspaper, 12 February 1846, p. 3 



Death of James Lyell 
 
James Lyell died on Thursday, 25 May 1865 of chronic bronchitis at the age of 79 in Newburgh.32 
 

 
Fig.15. Death Record of James Lyell, 25 May 1865, Crown Copyright 

 
His obituary notice read “At Clinton Street, Newburgh, on the 25th ult., Mr. James Lyell, formerly Chief 
Magistrate of the burgh.”33 He was buried in the Newburgh Parish Churchyard.  His wife, Margaret Lyell, 
lived a decade after him and died in 1875 at the age of 76 and is buried in the Newburgh Parish 
Churchyard.34 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
32 Death Record of James Lyell, 25 May 1865, Newburgh Parish Records, Statutory Deaths 450/0000 0021 
33 Fife Herald Newspaper, 1 June 1865, p. 3 
34 Death Record of Margaret Lyell, 1875, Newburgh Parish Records, Statutory Deaths 450/0000 0014 



 With James Lyell’s long family history dating back to the early 1700s in Newburgh, he inherited 
his father’s linen business upon his death and carried the business into the mid-nineteenth century.  
Unfortunately, with the decline of the linen industry around the same period of time, he was the last 
family member to own and operate a linen manufacturing business in Newburgh. 
 
 James married Margaret Haggart in 1828 and they had six children.  None of his two sons 
followed him into the family business; instead, they left the area and relocated to Australia to find their 
own economic opportunity.  James Lyell was elected Magistrate of Newburgh in November of 1842 and 
rose to be the Chief Magistrate serving in that position until after the year of 1851.  Newburgh can be 
quite proud of one of its own.  James Lyell is warmly commemorated here in grateful esteem and 
recognition by his distant fourth cousin, Michael T. Tracy.  This work is dedicated to the Memory of 
James Lyell. 
 
Memoratus in aeternum (Forever Remembered) 
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