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Short History

Early Days 

Whilst no one can be certain, it is possible that the derivation of the name arose from Peel on the Rig, as it is more than likely that a Peel Tower stood on the ridge. What is certain is that, in 1584, the property belonged to Sir Patrick Monypenny and that Gilbert Kirkwood bought the property in 1623 and built the present house in1638 for his bride Margaret Foulis of Colinton. Gilbert Kirkwood was a Goldsmith in Edinburgh and also owned Kinleith Mill at Colinton where his grandfather was the local Blacksmith. A stone with the initials GK and MF with the date 1638 has been found and is incorporated in the dormer pediment with the Fleur de Lys facing you, as you walk to the stair entrance. The house, on Gilbert's death, then passed through several hands before being bought by James Balfour in 1718.

The Balfours Buy Pilrig

The Balfour family originated in Fife and held high office in the Royal Household in the 16th Century. James Balfour's father was a director of the Darien Company and with the collapse of that ill-fated company, along with many other notable Scots, James Balfour the elder was ruined and died aged 55, a broken and disappointed man. Fortunately, in 1707, his son was compensated for his father's losses by the Government of the day. This was part of an attempt to popularise the Union of Parliaments - a device which many Scots bitterly resented (and still do!) With this compensation, James Balfour bought the lands and house of Pilrig for 4,222 pounds 4 shillings and 5 pence half-penny.

The Balfours - Lairds of Pilrig 

The second Balfour, Laird of Pilrig, was a studious man and the author of several works on philosophy, and achieved high honour on his appointment as Professor of Moral Philosophy at Edinburgh University; a post he held for 10 years. He was then appointed to the Chair of Laws and Nations; which post he held for 30 years until his death. His other great link with fame is that of his great-grandson, Robert Louis (Balfour) Stevenson. Kidnapped ends with a description of the hero David Balfour being given a letter which he is to deliver to his Uncle James Balfour at Pilrig House. In Catriona, David Balfour leaves the hubbub and endless stir, the foul smells and fine clothes of 18th Century Edinburgh, marches eastwards down the meadows bordering Leith Walk and at last catches sight of the pleasant, gabled house of Pilrig,  where he has to obtain help from his Uncle. Robert Louis Stevenson's father, Thomas Stevenson the lighthouse-builder, married Margaret, daughter of Rev. Louis Balfour, Minister of Colinton, and third son of the third Balfour Laird of Pilrig.
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The Later Years

The Balfours continued to occupy Pilrig and,  in 1828, James Balfour extended the house using the Architect William Bun. The only remnant of this alteration is the door and portico on the south side of the house overlooking the park. In 1883,  the Balfours came into possession of Mount Melville in Fife and adopted the name Balfour-Melville. The house was finally gifted to the Corporation of Edinburgh in 1941.

The Fall and Rise of the House of Pilrig

In 1969, the William Burn extension was demolished and, regretfully, in 1971,  the house was burnt down. In 1982,  the unique nature of Pilrig House was recognised and a full restoration of this fine old house undertaken.

In-Depth History

The Balfours of Pilrig trace their family back to the last years of the 15th Century, when their earliest known ancestor, Alexander Balfour of Inchrye, one whom James IV delighted to honour, held office as ‘Celleranius’  in the Royal Household from 1499 until Flodden. His wife was Janet Wemyss (also a Fife name, as is Balfour), and of their three children the eldest son and heir, born in 1500, bore the name of David Balfour. It is curious that this David Balfour, born about 1500, and his eldest son are the only two Davids in the whole family tree. The first David, son of Alexander Balfour of Inchrye, married twice; first Katherine Abercrombie, who bore him seven sons and a daughter, and then Euphame Abercrombie, who left him two sons. He became Crown tenant of Powes and made his home there, and neglected the lands of Inch​rye, which James IV  had granted to his father, and thus got into trouble for not carrying out the obligations of his Charter. At one time, big law troubles brought to him that picturesque legal measure of old Scottish law and he was ‘put to the horn’. However, he died in ripe old age, and whilst David, his eldest son, inherited Powes, from James his fourth son is descended the Pilrig line. James was a Minister, first of Guthrie in Forfarshire, and later in his life of the East Kirk of St. Giles's, Edinburgh. Whilst at Guthrie he evidently came much under the influence of his fervently religious cousins, the Melvilles of Baldowy, and especially of the youngest son, Andrew Melville the Reformer. 

In the diary of James Melville, Andrew Melville's nephew, it is recorded that in September 1575, ‘We married my youngest sister Barbara upon Mr James Balfour, the minister of Guthrie.’  The little Puritan maid must have been about 20, and the Minister, in his black Geneva gown, her father's cousin, whom she was ‘mar​ried upon’, about 10 or 15 years her senior.
In 1587, James Balfour came to Edinburgh as one of the Ministers of St. Giles's, when St. Giles's was broken up into different churches, and he officiated the East or Little Church. He married a second time in 1589, the widow of a burgess tailor in Edinburgh, ​possibly well endowed, for in the year after his marriage he expended £1,000 - a great sum in those days - in buying back the old family property of Inchrye that James IV had granted to his grandfather and that his father had lost, and he made it over to his eldest brother David for £100 a year (very good interest), but with reversion to his own youngest son, Andrew.

James Balfour was deeply involved, with his cousin Andrew Melville, in all the bitter struggle and ecclesias​tical warfare between Church and Crown that began in the reign of Mary, Queen of Scots. He was one of the five Ministers who got into trouble for disobedience to King James and were summarily sent for to London.

King Jamie evidently did not very seriously resent his countrymen's conduct, for on the one occasion that he gave them an interview it is recorded he spoke ‘merrilie’ to James Balfour about the length of his beard.

The five homesick Calvinists in London forgathered in a lodging whence they were constantly summoned to listen to Episcopalian sermons denouncing Presbyterian Church Government. When they solaced themselves by religious exercises of their own, their freedom of speech brought upon them the awful threat that each would be separately sent to reside in the house of an English prelate. Against this they appealed in agony, pleading that they would submit to prison or banish​ment rather than to being the guest of a Bishop. Finally, after nine months' enforced exile in London, they were dispersed about the country, James Balfour being sent back to Scotland, to Berwickshire. Here he lived till his death, with his married daughter, Nicolas Garden, a daughter of his first wife, Barbara Melville, and a loyal adherent of the Melville creed, for she, seven years after her father's death, was threatened with ban​ishment from Edinburgh for holding conventicles in her house there. Her brother, James Balfour’s youngest son, Andrew (probably called after his uncle, the Re​former), was also a Minister, with a charge at Kirknew​ton, where he farmed his glebe, had a man and two maids, four cows and sixteen sheep, a wife whose name is unrecorded, two sons and a daughter. That he car​ried on the Puritan tradition faithfully though peace​ably is shown by his obtaining leave from his Presby​tery to visit his uncle, Andrew Melville, at Newcastle, where that turbulent spirit had been banished when James Balfour was located in Berwickshire, and by his signing the Protestation presented by certain Edin​burgh Ministers to King James VI when in 1617 the King returned to his ancient kingdom from the flesh​pots of England.

Andrew Balfour died when he was but 37. Apparently his wife had died before him, for he left his three children to the guardianship of their aunt, Mrs Nicolas Garden, her of the conventicles. The eldest son, however, another James, did not follow in the footsteps of his father and grandfather, but on Febru​ary 13, 1644, was admitted an Advocate in Edinburgh. He apparently prospered in that profession, for in 1849 he was one of the principal Clerks of Session. He married Bridget Chalmers, who must have been of Aberdeenshire family, for their son inherited the lands of Balbeithen in Aberdeenshire from her brother. This son, James Balfour, was born between 1650 and 1655, and was a prosperous and enterprising man of business when, in 1679, he married Helen Smith, the grand​daughter of Sir John Smith, a wealthy citizen of Edin​burgh, living in a town mansion in Riddell's Close, and possessing also a little country house, Grotehall, near Craigleith.

It is told of this ancestor of Robert Louis Stevenson’s, Sir John Smith in Edinburgh, that he had lent King Charles II £10,000; and it is mentioned that the Merry Monarch forgot to repay him. Perhaps this may have been, however, because the King had not forgotten that Sir John Smith had been one of the commissioners sent to meet him in 1650 to obtain his signature to the Covenant.

James Balfour prospered exceedingly. Not only did he inherit the lands in Aberdeenshire from his uncle, James Chalmers, but he possessed great soap works, glass works, and an alum factory, all at Leith; and he acquired, in conjunction with Sir Alexander Hope of Kerse (son of the famous Sir Thomas Hope, King's Advocate in the reign of Charles I) and others, the monopoly of the manufacture of gunpowder in Scotland. He became one of the Governors of the Darien Company that was to have done so much for Scotland. This was at Powdermills, Edinburgh, which still bears the name. And he was hence one of the wealthy Scottish merchants whose trust was betrayed and who were ruined. To this day there exists at Pilrig House an iron chest contain​ing papers that belonged to this James Balfour, with on them the signatures, and notes of the subscriptions, of many Edinburgh men of that day who suffered also in the ill-fated enterprise.

James Balfour, a broken man at 50, died, leaving the eldest of his six surviving children, James, heir to debts and disorder. The young James desired to avoid this trying inheritance by not ‘serving heir’ to his father, and so sharing alike with the younger members of the family. But here his mother, Helen Smith, showed her character. With a strong sense of business integrity and family dignity she persuaded her son to face his responsibilities, clear his father's credit, and so save the honour of his father's name; and she promised him that if he would do so, she would economise for him and help him to the end. She must have been a strong personality, for her influence prevailed-the young heir settled to go abroad and seek his fortunes. But before doing so, he went to say good-bye to a certain family of Covenanter cousins, the Hamiltons of Airdrie, what more laudable and natural? And he came back, so the story goes,  in the family - with a bride on the pillion behind him, his cousin, Louisa Hamilton. What more natural and laudable?

Was she not ‘The Fair Flower of Clydesdale’. Whether or how the debts were paid the family story does not tell; but the young married pair had to wait only three years for their for​tunes to be set right. In 1707, the year of the Union between England and Scotland, when England wished to be conciliatory and for Scotland to forget her recent as well as her ancient wrongs, some of the Darien dupes were repaid what they had lost by the English treatment of that enterprise; and James Balfour, receiving back his father's fortune, must have blessed his fate and his mother that he had followed her advice and ‘served heir’ to his father.

It was out of this money that he bought Pilrig, ​then possessed by the Lord Rosebery of that day, for 4,222 pounds, four shillings and five pence- halfpenny. Pilrig House, halfway between Edin​burgh and Leith, built in 1638 by Gilbert Kirkwood and his wife, Margaret Foulis, has their coat of arms over one entrance, which was formerly the front and chief entrance. It had passed through several hands, and had reached the respectable age of 80 years, before it was bought by James Balfour in 1718.

In the days of the earlier Balfours, Pilrig House lay amid undulating grazing lands and moorlands, and was approached by a grass avenue with double or treble rows of beeches and elms, and over the fields and moor​lands rose the beautiful view that Edinburgh gives to all ages - Arthur's Seat, the Calton Hill, the ridge of Old Edinburgh, with St. Giles's broken crown and the great Castle, grim and inspiring, against the clouds. To the North of the house the Water of Leith winds between it and the Port of Leith and the Firth of Forth; and across those waters are the hills of Fife. A beauti​ful and dignified little home, this Pilrig, and, like the quiet lives of the family who lived in it, unpretentious in its absolute simplicity of refinement and tradition. A hospitable home, too, with a heart bigger than its circumference, truly Scottish in its wide-open door to kith and kin.

As the town grew between Edinburgh and the seaport of Leith, little Pilrig became more and more surrounded.  Its long avenue in after days led up to the busy thoroughfare of Leith Walk, and through the beeches and the elms ugly buildings stood about in the fields between it and the view. But the avenue remains to this day, a little dilapidated, here and there an ancient tree trunk and beautiful bit of old wall, and still leading to the big garden, and further on to the home-like little house, ‘eye-sweet’ and with grave charm, still inhabited by descendants of the Lairds of Pilrig, who bear the name and honour the traditions. The family pictures still look down from the walls on the same furniture and treasures, and, looking up at them one sees, beneath curls or powdered hair, the long oval face and the eyes of Robert Louis Stevenson those wonderful, dark, far-apart eyes, eyes ‘with the gipsy light behind’, as he used to phrase it; and beneath lace ruffle or slender wrist the fingers of Robert Louis Stevenson, those long, nervous, artistic fingers inter​laced in the familiar photographs of 1890, the fingers remembered by all who knew him. Yes, Louis inherited much from his Balfour forbears; not least his eyes and hands, and what Mr. Birge Harrison calls ‘the nearly classic beauty’ of his profile. Several of his little an​cestresses  - the wives brought to Pilrig - were radiant little beauties, ‘vastly beautiful’, as was said of one, ‘The White Rose of Pilrig.’

The first Laird of Pilrig was the founder of the fam​ily of Balfours of Pilrig. He certainly gave hostages to fortune.  Seventeen children in all were born to him and his wife, Louisa Hamilton, ‘The Fair Flower of Clydesdale’, and 13 of these survived. The second Laird, the eldest son, born in 1705 in Riddell's Close, Edinburgh, became eminent in after life.

It is recorded of him that in youth he showed inclination for ‘philosophical study’. He was sent to Leyden to pursue it, and returned to Edinburgh and passed as advocate on November 17, 1730. Seven years later he married Cecilia Elphinstone, the eldest daughter of Sir John and Lady Elphinstone of Logie, in Aber​deenshire. The eldest son of this marriage, James, died in youth, but three other children survived-John, Mary Cecilia, and Lewis, all born before 1746.

In 1748, James Balfour was appointed Sheriff-substitute of Midlothian. He published, anonymously, a reply to David Hume's Principles of Morals, and received a long letter from Hume, dated 15 March, 1753, in answer. ‘I hope to steal a little Leisure from my other Occupations in order to defend my Philosophy against your attacks,’  he writes. How courteous and punctil​ious were the phrases of 18th Century correspondents! ‘Your Style is elegant, and full of agree​able imagery’, the heterodox philosopher assures the orthodox lawyer, and ‘with regard to our Philosophical Systems, I suppose we are both so fixt that there is no hope of any conversion betwixt us, and for my part I doubt not we shall both do as well to remain where, we are.’

James Balfour answered the letter at even greater length, in a very learned treatise, with quotations from Pythagoras in the original. ‘I am apt to believe that, in your contemplative hours, you have turned your Thoughts too much inward upon your own Particular Temper; and been less attentive to the condition of the great Bulk of Mankind,’  he has the temerity to tell David Hume. 

After that there seems to have been silence, each ‘remaining where he was’.

But it was James Balfour, the orthodox critic of Hume's philosophy, and not the mighty David Hume - also a candidate- who, in the following year, was appointed by the University of Edinburgh to its Chair of Moral Philosophy. This Chair James Balfour held for 10 years, when he was transferred to the Chair of Law of Nature and Nations, which he held for 35 years until his death. In 1782, he published his Philosophical Dissertations; and he also, all his life wrote a good deal of verse, which he never published. He died in 1795, in his ninetieth year.

Perhaps nowadays, however, one of the most inter​esting events of his life was an event that never happened, at least not until his great-great-grandson wrote Catriona, and told therein that David Balfour, armed with Rankeillour's letter of introduction, walked to Pilrig in the year 1751, and called on the great Whig lawyer, James Balfour.

Robert Louis Stevenson showed he was proud of that ancestor of his, Professor Balfour, and knew well about him. Proud also was he, as well he may have been, of the Elliot strain, brought into the family by Pro​fessor James Balfour's marriage with Cecilia Elphinstone, daughter of Sir John Elphinstone of Logic in Aberdeenshire, and his wife Mary Elliot, daughter of Sir Gilbert Elliot of Minto. ‘I have shaken a spear in the Debateable Land and shouted the slogan of the Elliots’ Louis Stevenson claims. He may well have set romantic value on his Elliot ancestry for another cause. It was they who gave him another claim; for through this line he had common ancestors with his fore​runner in the literature of Scotland, Sir Walter Scott - Walter Scott of Harden and Mary Scott his wife, whose daughter, Margaret Elliot, was Sir Gilbert's grandmother, Mary Elliot. In this Mary Elliot (Lady Elphinstone, James Balfour, the learned and religious Professor of Moral Philosophy, must have had an ex​citing mother-in-law. Sprung from a race of Border raiders and sheep-stealers, who are reported to have ‘ridden with the bold Buccleugh,’ she was herself strong-minded, dark-eyed, very handsome, for a por​trait of her in beautiful russet dress, now on the walls of Pilrig, proves this. She was also an emphatic disciplinarian with her children and her servants. When she was a widow with six daughters to bring up, she used to, before she rose in the morning, cut out six shirts, and each daughter was given one and had to return it finished by bedtime. She attended the Old Parish Church of South Leith, taking daughters and servants with her, and if anyone slept during Service, she stood up in her place and rapped his (or her) head with her gold-headed cane.

After Cecilia Elphinstone was removed from the bevy of shirt-makers to become mistress of Pilrig, her mother and unmarried sisters in great measure made their home there. It was the easy fashion of hospitality taken for granted in those days, when, if men claimed their rights, they also fulfilled their responsibilities, which then included the support of all their feminine relatives and connexions. The little home seems in each generation to have sheltered not only the large families of its succes​sive lairds, but any widowed mothers, orphan cousins, maiden aunts, or other wandering relatives who chose tocome. The Lairds of Pilrig seem indeed to have anticipated one of the promised joys of Heaven: ‘He setteth the solitary in families.’

In Professor Balfour's day, the home must have been quite patriarchal, so many relatives of all generations, besides Lady Elphinstone and her daughters, lived and died there.

Of the Professor's own children, the eldest son, James, had died when a youth of 17, and the second son, John, a man of 55 when the aged Professor died, became Laird of Pilrig. He had mar​ried when three-and-thirty, his cousin Jean Whytt, one of the 14 children of his ‘vastly beautiful’ aunt, Louisa Balfour, ‘The White Rose of Pilrig’, and her husband, Dr Whytt, an eminent physician in Edin​burgh, a colleague of Professor Balfour's in the Senatus Edinburgh University, and President of the Royal College of Physicians in Edinburgh.

John Balfour had occupied himself with business, not altogether successfully, the business brains of his family having apparently gone to his sister, Mary Cecilia. He lived in Advocates' Close when first married, and later, then the New Town began to be built, and the old historic Edinburgh on the sloping ridge from the Castle to the Palace overflowed into the valley between it and the Firth of Forth, John Balfour and his wife must have been among the first occupants of the newly built Princes Street, for the street was built from the east end to the west end, and their house, number 3, is at the extreme east. They therefore probably enjoyed the immunity from rates, by which the Town Council tempted citizens to migrate from the huddled and over​crowded Old Town to the unsheltered plain across the new Bridge.

When John Balfour died, he left five children and eleven grandchildren, James, the heir, a man of 40, married to Anne Mackintosh, of the line of the Chief of Clan Mackintosh, lived with his wife and three chil​dren in Albany Street, Edinburgh; John, two years younger, married to Helen Buchanan, daughter of Thomas Buchanan of Ardoch, and the father of two sons. Lewis, the third son, born in 1777, married in 1808 to Henrietta Scott Smith, was at the time of his father's death Minister of Sorn in Ayrshire, and the father of two sons and a daughter; and Louisa, the only sister, wife of James Mackenzie of Graig Park, near Glasgow, the mother of one son and two daughters.

So far, the line from which RLS was descended goes down, generation by generation, from Laird to Laird; but in this generation it branches off. Lewis Balfour, born at the old home of Pilrig in 1777, was the third son of the third Laird. He was described as ‘a very amiable, clever young man’, and it was first in​tended that he should be a merchant, but when he was 20, he was threatened with chest trouble, and was sent to winter in the Isle of Wight with Balfour cousins. On his return, he took Holy Orders, and his first charge was at Sorn, in Ayrshire. His parents (the third Laird, John Balfour, and Mrs Jean Balfour, nee Whytt) and his eldest brother, James, all went to be present at his Ordination on August 28, 1806, and after hearing, ac​cording to brother James, an ‘excellent discourse from Thess. 2nd and 4th’ at twelve o'clock, there was a ‘grand dinner at the Schoolhouse’ at three o'clock, at which were present 51 gentlemen. The ladies dined at the Castle.’ Two years later, the young Minister married Henrietta Scott Smith, a woman of great per​sonal beauty and force of character, the eldest child of the large family of the Rev. Dr Smith of Galston, Ayr​shire. As a grandchild of this Dr Smith of Galston (Mrs Dale, of Scoughall) writes: ‘Robert Burns had been reproved by Dr Smith, and Burns retaliated by pillorying Dr Smith twice, by name, in the ‘Holy Fair,’ where he says `his English tongue and gesture fine are a’ clean oot o’ season.’  The `English tongue’ must have come from Dr Smith's grandmother, who was Miss Jane Watson of Malton Priory, Yorkshire, and Bilton Hall, near Harrogate. When her son paid first visit to her old home of Bilton, an old letter says ‘orders were given that the best buck in the park was to be killed in his honour.’ 

In 1823, the Reverend Lewis Balfour became Minister at Colinton, a little village near Edinburgh, huddled picturesquely on the banks of the Water of Leith at the foot of the Pentland Hills, and the old Manse there has now been made famous all the world over by the pen of RLS:  ‘Here lived an ancestor of mine, who was a herd of men,’ wrote Louis, ‘ ... Now I often wonder what have inherited from this old minister... try as I please, I cannot join myself on with the reverend doctor and all the while, no doubt, and even as I write the phrase, he moves in my blood, and whispers words to me and sits efficient in the very knot and centre of my being.’

Thirteen children were born to the Rev. Lewis Bal​four and his wife. It is a strange coincidence that each of Robert Louis Stevenson’s parents was one of thirteen children, and that his father was a youngest son and his mother was a youngest daughter. In 1844, Mrs Lewis Balfour died at the Manse at the age of 57, and her second (and eldest surviving) daughter, Jane Whyte Balfour, then 28, henceforth took charge of her father, her younger brothers and sisters, her little nieces and nephews, the household, and the parish.

Four years later on, on August 28, 1848, the beautiful 19-year-old youngest daughter of Colinton Manse married Thomas Stevenson, the young Edinburgh engineer, son of the famous lighthouse-building Stevenson.

Robert Louis Balfour Stevenson was born on  November 13, 1850, at Howard Place, Edinburgh. He died December 3, 1894, in Samoa.
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