
The Florences of Aberdeenshire 
 
 When I had recovered from having my computer stolen and got the new one up and 
running, I thought I should press on and try to complete the family tree  
The main outstanding item was the Florence family connection.  I was stumped at great- 
grandfather George Florence mainly because he was illegitimate and I could not locate 
his father except that the name was John Florence 
I hired a researcher in Aberdeen.  I must say she was very good and produced a lot of 
stuff, but not the chap I was seeking.  She did however suggest a John Florence to follow 
up and that I did, building up a considerable family tree but all the while I had an uneasy 
feeling about it.  Did I have the right John Florence? I began to suspect that I was on the 
wrong trail 
Summarising what I had, there were three distinct glimpses of the elusive John 
 

1 Parish church of Kennethmont  District 212 Baptism record Aug.1821. Florence  
      “John Florence in the Parish of Culsalmond had a child in fornication with Anne 
Robertson of this parish baptised called George” 
 
2 When the above George married Helen Benzie and their first child was baptised at 

Inverurie on 21st July 1848 there were two witnesses present. One was William 
Benzie, most likely Helen’s father and the other was John Florence and again 
most likely George’s father.  It seemed to me if this were so that there was a good 
feeling between father and son 

 
3 When George died on 31 Dec 1911, the certificate was signed by Dr Patrick 

Mitchell and son John Florence was informant.  The mother’s name was given as 
Anne Robertson and “reputed” father, John Florence crofter and grave digger 

 
 

I think we were unlucky at this juncture. The parish records we should have been   
concentrating on i.e. Culsalmond are rather patchy for the period in question and the 
baptism of “our” John and his subsequent marriage appear to be missing.  No marriage 
was found between Anne Robertson and John Florence but the Rhynie records showed 
that Anne married another Florence a few years later  
 
Anyway more recently an item in the magazine of the Aberdeen family history society   
caught my eye A chap in New Zealand (Anthony James Christiansen of Auckland NZ) 
had compiled a data bank of the Florences of Aberdeenshire and invited anyone with an 
interest to get in touch. I did so at once He in turn put me in touch with a lady in Canada, 
(Shirley Hartley of Winnipeg) who, believe it or not, is a descendant of the errant John 
Florence 
“ The John you are wondering about” she wrote “was my great-great-grandfather born in 
1798 in Culsalmond He lived there all his life and was the church officer for nearly 50 
years He was also known as the beedle which is on his death certificate” 
 In his lifetime he was credited by his son Jamie with having laid more than 2000 to rest 
there in Culsalmond Kirk yard.   I had found the gravedigger! 



 
Eighteen twenty one must have been a traumatic year in the life of John Florence His 
girlfriend Anne Robertson was pregnant and so was Mary Stuart. (Spelling varies, may 
be Stewart)  Without a marriage date it is hard to be certain just how difficult things were. 
Both ladies gave birth that year. George Florence was born to Anne Robertson and Mary 
Stuart gave birth to Barbara Florence.  John appears to have thrown in his lot with Mary 
They went on to have three more children.  
John Florence and his wife Mary Stuart (or Stewart) are buried together in Culsalmond  
Kirk yard  
  
 Their son James, known as Jamie, stepped into his father’s footsteps as gravedigger and 
we know something of him from an article published in “The Weekly News” of 1897 
 He recalled the time when the quarrying of grey slates away over on the hill of 
Glenfoudland was an extensive industry and with a touch of pride he mentioned the fact 
that he had driven the first load from there to Balmoral when the castle was being built 
This rang a bell with me. My maternal grandmother Isabella Alexander lived a good part 
of her life in a cottage at Baldyquash. It was roofed with heavy grey slates. Years later, 
long after her death, the cottages at “Baddiefash”were demolished and there was little of 
value on the site, except the slates. The Factor from the Balmoral estate arrived and 
bought them, to have by him, for repairs or replacements 
  Now I don’t suppose my grandmother ever slept under the Queen’s roof and I wonder 
what she would have said had she known that the Queen frequently sleeps under hers  
 
Anyway now that John Florence has been identified I can get on with tracing his 
ancestors and assisted by my new friends in New Zealand and Canada I hope to have the 
Florence line copied down shortly. I have to say I would have liked it better with more 
documentary evidence for the first 3 generations.  It takes us back to Fyvie and our first 
Andrew Florence born about 1646 who features in the Poll Tax book of Aberdeenshire 
dated 1696. From then through the Fyvie Parish records it looks a bit sketchy until we get 
on to solid ground with generation 4, John Florence b.1725 in Fyvie and his wife Helen 
Howie b.1740 in Culsalmond  
Florence descendants have been coming out of the woodwork recently My latest contact 
is Thomas Florence from Glasgow and it transpires that he did the original research into 
the Fyvie lot and he swears by it so I put it forward in good faith All such research going 
back to the start of the old parish records around 1700 is dependent on how well our 
forebears completed and looked after their record books.  When the State came along 
with a national system of registration for births marriages and deaths after some initial 
suspicion it worked very well and the gaps disappeared   
 
C J Gray  
Sunday, 09 March 2003 


