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�  f the Norman knights that King David 
I brought home with him from the 
court of Henry I of England in 1124, 

three fathered lines that would be pretenders to 
the throne, but none sired a dynasty of soldiers 
as distinguished as Sir William de Graegham 
(probably from English Grey Home), who put 
his name to the foundation charter of the great 
Abbey of Holyrood. 
 
As close confidants of the king, the Grahams 
were granted lands close to Edinburgh, princi-
pally at Dalkeith, then at the edge of a forest 
suitable for deer hunting. Dalkeith Palace  
( NT333679) has been much changed over the 
years but is visible from the surrounding coun-
try park. In the next 150 years we find Grahams 
spreading north and west: owning  Abercorn 
Castle (now a mound at NT 083794) near South 
Queensferry a strategic point at the crossing of 
the Forth and  building Graham’s Castle 
 (NS 682858) near Fintry, north of Glasgow.  
 

Sir  Patr ick Graham of Dundas 
 
It was Fintry that produced the first great Graham warrior, 
Sir Patrick Graham of Dundaff. He was the Keeper of Stir-
ling Castle and died carrying the royal standard against the 
English in 1296. His nephew, Sir John Graham, was 
known, even in his own lifetime, as ‘Graham with the 
bright sword’ ; he fought with William Wallace at Stirling 
Bridge and fell at the Battle of Falkirk in 1298.  
 

The spread of the Grahams was apparently so swift in the 
13th and 14th centuries that one wonders if all these 
branches of the family can have come from the same stem. 
Grahams held Hermitage Castle (NY497 960), one of the 
most significant in the Borders in the early 14th century, and 
it may be these Grahams that flourished to dispute the 
‘debatable lands’  of the Solway Firth with the English in 
the 16th century, building tower houses near Lockerbie and 
Annan. We also find Grahams around Biggar, Carnwath 
and Romano Bridge near Peebles, where a John Graham 
granted the local church to Dunfermline Abbey in 1317.    

The principal string of Graham lands, however, had devel-
oped in the shape of a back-to-front ‘J’ , with the tail at Fin-
try and the stem sweeping round the Gargunnock hills 
through Mugdock  (NS 549772) , a major castle near 
Milngavie. At one time the loop went  as wide as Cardross 
on the Clyde then past Loch Lomond to the Lake of 
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Dalkeith Palace near Edinburgh as it was in the 17th century 

Hermitage Castle, Liddesdale, Scottish Borders 

Mugdock Castle near Milngavie 
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Menteith, into Strathearn.  Kincardine Castle (NN 948115) 
near Auchterarder, now a ruin, was the heart of Graham 
power in the 14th century, and for the next three hundred 
years. 
 

Ear ls of Montrose 
 
‘Montrose’  is a word now inextricably linked with 
‘Graham’ . The origin of this was a deal in 1325 between 
King Robert I and Sir David Graham, then Chieftain, who 
exchanged Cardross on the Clyde, for lands that became 
known as ‘Old Montrose’ . Robert the Bruce subsequently 
built a fortified manor house at Cardross and died there in 
1329; the Graham Chiefs do not, however, appear to have 
lived at Montrose for some hundreds of years thereafter. In 
1451, the Graham Chief, Patrick Graham of Kincardine, 
became Lord Graham and it was his grandson, the third 
Lord Graham who would later die at Flodden, that became 
the first Earl of Montrose in 1504. Nothing now remains of 
the castle at Old Montrose (NO 675570).    
 
In the late 16th century, the Grahams were increasing in 
land and influence. The third Earl was one of the leading 
Scots of the time, being Lord Chancellor from 1599 to 
1604 and also Viceroy (king’s representative) for the ab-
sent James VI. The three castles of Mugdock, Kincardine 
and Montrose, together with the surrounding lands, were 
still owned by the Earls of Montrose, but cadet branches of 
the family, still within the sweep of the ‘J’  referred to 
above, were now rising to prominence. 
 
The Graham Earls of Menteith acquired Inchtalla Castle, 
on an island in the Lake of Menteith (misnamed since it 
was then a rippling swamp) and they also built Kilbryde 
Castle near Dunblane, which was sold to the Campbells in 
1669 and is still owned by that family. A cadet branch of 
the Grahams of Menteith built Duchray Tower (now in pri-
vate hands as a dwelling) near Aberfoyle. 

 
In the late 16th century, whether by accident or design, the 
Grahams began to fill  in the gap between the traditional 
lands in Strathearn and the outpost at Montrose. Mains Cas-
tle just north of Dundee (still standing) was the first to be 
bought, and soon we find them owning Linlathen House, 
near Broughty Ferry, Claypotts (NO 452319) ,now in the 
care of Historic Scotland and open to the public, and Dud-
hope castles near Dundee. They also had Claverhouse Cas-
tle, home to a later famous general. 
 

The Great Montrose 
 
The most famous Graham of all was James Graham, 5th 
Earl, and later first Marquis, of Montrose, born 1612, 
probably at Mugdock Castle, an easy day’s ride from the 
seat of power for his Lord Chancellor father. We cannot 
here explain the complexities of Scottish politics in the 17th 
Century. Suffice it to say that Montrose was a brilliant and 
single-minded military leader, driven by the ideal of reli-
gious toleration, intense loyalty to his king and, it must be 
said, a hatred of Archibald Campbell, 8th Earl and first Mar-
quis of Argyll, a fellow student at St Andrew’s University 
who was scheming for power in Scotland. Montrose won 
all the battles of the Scottish Civil War except the last one. 
He was executed in 1650, his head displayed on the Edin-
burgh Tolbooth and his four limbs sent for display to the 
four major Scottish cities. The castles also paid the price: 
Cromwell destroyed the Graham stronghold of Inchbrackie 
near Crieff, Argyll destroyed Kincardine Castle - and ac-
quired Mugdock for himself. 
 
In 1661, however, King Charles II was restored to the Scot-
tish throne. Argyll was executed for treason and his head 
replaced that of Montrose on the Tollbooth; the Grahams 
recovered Mugdock Castle, (now also known as Montdieu 
and although now a noble ruin, is open to the public). Mon-
trose was given a hero’s funeral and laid to rest in St Giles Mains Castle on  the northern outskirts of Dundee 

Dudhope Castle, Dundee, photographed in 1906 
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Cathedral, Edinburgh. For the next several generations the 
Dukes of Montrose enjoyed enthusiastic royal patronage, bene-
fiting, to some extent, from the sacrifice of their famous ances-
tor. They acquired Airth Castle near Falkirk, (now a hotel), Bu-
chanan Castle near Drymen, Darnley Castle in Barrhead, Glas-
gow (now a restaurant), and Inchmurrin an historically rich cas-
tle on an island on loch Lomond (now a ruin). 
 

Graham of Claverhouse, ‘Bonnie Dundee 
 
The loyalty and intensity of ‘The Great Montrose’  also charac-
terised the dashing James Graham of Claverhouse, Viscount 
Dundee, who lead the first Jacobite rising in 1689. Dundee did 
not, however, inherit his cousin’s passion for religious tolerance 
and won an early reputation for the merciless slaughter of Cov-
enanters in South West Scotland. In war, though, he was inspira-
tional, quickly recruiting a substantial army, including many 
kinsmen such as the Grahams of Fintry, to win the battle of Kil-
liecrankie for his exiled king. Sadly, however, he was killed in 

action by what 
historians univer-
sally describe as a 
‘stray bullet’ . 
 
Subsequent promi-
nent Grahams 
were guided more 
by pragmatism 
than were their 
colourful ances-
tors. They were 
also more success-
ful at keeping their 
heads. The first 
Duke of Montrose 
(the title having 
precedence over 
that of Marquis) 
sat in the House of 
Lords as a Whig 
and was Secretary 
of State for Scotland at the time of the 1715 rising. 
He saw the sense of supporting Georg Ludwig, 
newly crowned as George I, against the romantic 
aspirations of the Earl of Mar and the exiled king. 
And whilst, ironically, the first Duke of Argyll dealt 
with Mar at the Battle of Sheriffmuir, Montrose held 
the political side firm. It was this same Duke who 
tangled with the cattle thief and serial blackmailer 
(do not believe Sir Walter Scott and Hollywood 
films) Rob Roy McGregor, who was extracting large 
sums of protection money from Montrose tenants in 
their lands round the Lake of Menteith and Cal-
lander. 
 

Modern Times 
 
The third Duke was also a Whig peer and was re-
sponsible for the Act which repealed the prohibition 
on the wearing of Highland Dress. By the 19th Cen-

tury Grahams had spread all over 
Scotland and the seat of the Dukes 
of Montrose had moved to a great 
Gothic-style mansion, on the site of 
the old Buchanan Castle (NS 
463886) near Loch Lomond (now a 
ruin but substantial enough in 1940 
to imprison Rudolf Hess ).  
 
The present Duke of Montrose lives 
abroad and the Clan Association is 
at ‘Dolphins’ , Clay Head Road, 
Baldrine, Isle of Man, England IM4 
6DJ. 
 
 

Claypotts Castle, north of  
Dundee is open to the public 

(Historic Scotland) 

Buchanan Castle by Loch Lomond, a William Burn mansion, built in 1854 

The Battle of Killiecrankie where Graham of Claverhouse 
won the battle but lost his life 


