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Shirgarton Built

“There was a wee miller wha came frae Fife……..
…….And he has gotten a gentle wife”
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Aye, well.  There were two Millers who came from St Monans to 
Kippen in 1935.  Brothers John and Niven (Mackie) Miller left the 
family boat-building firm  - a long-established firm dating back to the 
18th century.

Rumour has it that their 
departure was caused by 
family friction.  Surprisingly, 
it is thought that the 
wives were at the root of 
the disagreement.  One 
(Georgina – Mackie’s wife) 
apparently said little, but 
thought a lot (“prepared 
the bullets”); the other 

(apparently known in the village as “Herr Miller”) complemented 
these virtues (“fired the bullets”).

However that may be , the two families arrived in Kippen to find 
a Joinery business and a plot of land, for sale.  This was located at 
Beechwood, and had been the premises used by Thomas Welsh for 
his joinery business.

The families moved 
in and set up their 
own joinery and 
carpentry business.  
They did not limit 
the scope of the 
business simply to 
wood-working and 
related areas.  They 
kept bees, and sold 
the honey;  they 
were agents for 
Calor Gas.
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They had a small forge where they made their own nails, which 
were available for sale (by the pound) to villagers, along with various 
supplies such as putty.  

They were also much involved, along with Alexander Welsh, in the 
reconstruction of Kippen Church, where they were both elders.

In their spare time,they built 
Beechwood.

However, their main claim 
to fame lies in their boat- 
building prowess.
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For many years both before and after the war, one of their main 
activities was the building and repair of rowing boats.  Clinker built 
from larch.  These were used on the Lake of Menteith, Loch Laggan 
and other local lochs, mainly by fishermen.  An example of these 
boats can be seen in this photograph of the two Miller brothers and 
John’s daughter Isobel (known by everybody as Eassie).

During the war, these skills were put to active use in aid of the war 
effort.  The brothers contacted the Royal Navy and offered their 
services in the construction of lifeboats for battleships.  This offer was 
accepted, and the boatyard was converted to make this the focus of 
their wartime business.
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One of the apprentices employed was Bill Paul.  In addition to his 
standard work, he took the time to build a beautiful model of a 
lifeboat.  This model, now owned by Kippen Heritage, has been 
taken with their permission to the boatyard, and is photographed 
on the original joiner’s bench with more of the boat templates, and 
an original oar from a rowing boat.  Most of the templates contain 
outline instructions (e.g.16 ft, aft) now largely illegible.  There is also 
a very faded plan of a boat pinned to the rafters showing overall 
dimensions and the detailed design.

Workmen were recruited (at its peak there were 4 men and 2 
apprentices employed); plans were drawn up; templates cut; and a 
pulley system installed.  The templates used in the construction of 
these boats have been preserved by the Wilsons, who owned the 
Beechwood property.  A sample of these is shown here.  Each of the 
wooden templates was 
the model for a specific 
part of the boat, and was 
originally covered with 
detailed instructions for 
the construction and 
assembly of that part.  
(These instructions are now 
largely faded and illegible.)  
The picture also shows the 
cords used to hold the components in position during construction.
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Once assembled, the boats were hoisted on to a pulley system which 
is still in place in the boat shed.  A low-loader would then be sent by 
the Royal Navy; the boat loaded thereon and sent to one of the Clyde 
ports (Greenock, Bowling, Helensburgh) where it would be installed 
on its designated home battleship.

These boats were supplied fully fitted and ready for use.
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After the war, the business reverted to its pre-war trades – joinery, 
carpentry and rowing boats for local fishing.

While Mackie was childless, John and his wife had two children – 
John and Isobel.  John enlisted in the RAF during the war and was 
killed in 1943.  Sergeant 
Air Gunner John Miller is 
commerorated on the village 
war memorial.  Isobel 
trained as a teacher and was 
headmistress at Gargunnock 
Primary School during the 
1950s and 60s – known 
to the children as “Miss 
Eassie”. 

In the 60s, John died.  The 
remaining family then moved to a house in Cauldhame.  This was 
called “Linton” in memory of Georgina’s home town of East Linton.

The business was allowed to close.  The original boatyard is still to 
be seen just off Shirgarton Loan, with a number of the boat-building 
artefacts still inside.
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(Grateful acknowledgements are due to Bill 
and Jane Wilson, Beechwood; Winnie Dunlop; 

Nellie Paul; John McLaren; Tom Begg’s 
Kingdom of Kippen; and William Chrystal’s 

Kingdom of Kippen.  Also to a cassette 
recording of a Radio Scotland programme 
from August 1993 featuring Nellie Paul.)

Design by Bright Yellow Design.

Shirgarton Built booklet.indd   8 16/09/2019   15:08


