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James Alexander was born in about 1816 in Colinton, Edinburgh, Midlothian, Scotland.  His parents 

were John Alexander and Elizabeth White, although nothing more is known about his parents and or 

his siblings.1 

In early 1841, at age about 25, James Alexander was working as a Male Servant (as opposed to an 

Agricultural Laborer) at the Mortonhall Estate living in Morton Village, the estate village.  (Mortonhall 

Estate is just three miles from Colinton.) 

James Alexander married Mary Gibson on 18 Jun 1841 Liberton, Midlothian, Scotland.  [Mary began 

to work as a Farm Laborer on the Mortonhall Estate at age 14 years, as was the practice at that time.  In 

1837, at age 28 years, Mary had a child, Adam Gibson, out of wedlock.]  At the time of their marriage, 

James was about 25 years of age and Mary was 32. 

And at the time of the wedding James was living at Morton Mains,2 just a short distance from Morton 

Village, and was listed as a Ploughman.  Mary Gibson’s father, Walter Gibson, had also been a 

Ploughman. 

James and Mary Alexander had four children in addition to Adam, who James adopted as his own.  All 

the children were born on the Mortonhall Estate. 

Adam Gibson Alexander, b. 1837 

Elizabeth Gibson Alexander, b. 1844 

Christina Alexander, b. 1847 

Mary Alexander, b. 1849 

John Alexander, b. 1851 

James Alexander lived on various places on the Mortonhall Estate.  From before 1841 to after 1871 

(ages before 25 years to after 55 years) James lived within a few hundred yards of Mortonhall Manor, 

in Morton Village, Morton Mains, and Morton Lodge.  Sometime after his 55th birthday, he moved to 

Blackford Cottage (which is on Blackford Farm in Blackford on Blackford Avenue).  James stayed 

there for more than 20 years, until his death at age 79 years. 

The details: 

1841 May:  Morton Village, Male Servant  

1841 June:  Morton Mains, Ploughman  

1851:  Morton Village, Gardener, Domestic Servant 

1861:  Morton Lodge, Gardener, Domestic Servant  

1871:  Morton Mains, Gardener, Domestic Servant  

1881:  Blackford Cottage, Gardener, Domestic Servant 

1891:  Blackford Avenue, Gardener  

1895 August:  Blackford Farm, Blackford Avenue, Retired Gardener  

 
1 However, refer to Appendix B for possible additional information for a relationship with John Alexander. 
2 The Mains was usually the principal farm on an estate, or at least, the one with the most fertile ground.  The Mains may 

include a farmhouse, farm buildings such as a byre and dairy, and workers' cottages.  The Laird's house may be nearby or 

some distance away but is not usually part of the Mains.  Refer to:  https://en-academic.com/dic.nsf/enwiki/1748861 



  

A farmhouse and outbuildings of Blackford Farm in Edinburgh. 
The outbuildings have pantile roofs, and a fence is adjacent to 
them. A road, with a stone bridge, goes round the farmhouse. 

Farm outbuildings of Blackford farm in Edinburgh. The 
remains of derelict buildings can be seen as can lose 
debris. A wall and a fence are to the bottom of the farm. 

Photographs by Thomas Keith dated 10th May 1856.   
From:  https://www.capitalcollections.org.uk/view-item?i=3792&WINID=1678403917053 and 

https://www.capitalcollections.org.uk/view-item?i=3791&WINID=1678403917053 

 

That very likely means that James Alexander lived his entire life in the six square miles bounded by 

Colinton, Mortonhall, and Blackford.  (See the map on the next page.) 

James Alexander died on 01 Aug 1895 (at age 79 years) at Blackford Cottage, Blackford Farm, 

Blackford Avenue, Newington District, Edinburgh, Midlothian, Scotland. 

See the Appendix A for marriage, census, and death records. 



 

Map of James Alexander’s world.  James was born in Colinton, worked much of his life (3 miles away) on Mortonhall Estate, 
and later in life worked and died (1.5 miles away) in Blackford.  Note the proximity of Edinburgh, just north of Blackford. 

 

 



 

    Portion of Mortonhall Estate.  Photograph taken from the top of Caerketton Hill looking north toward Edinburgh and the 
    Firth of Forth, showing Mortonhall, Morton Mains Farm, and Morton Mains House.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 From:  https://www.mortonhall.co.uk/mortonhall/about-mortonhall/ 



Appendix A 

 

                         1841 Scotland Census Record for James Alexander, at age 25 years, just before his marriage, shown as a Male Servant, living in  
                         Morton Village with other men who worked on the Mortonhall Estate. 

  



 

 

 

                                     1841-06-18 James Alexander and Mary Gibson Marriage Record.4 At the time of his marriage, James was 25 years  
                                     of age, and he was a Ploughman, living in Morton Mains. 

 

  

 
4 Whitsunday, also called Pentecost, the seventh Sunday after Easter, with reference to the white garments worn on Pentecost by the newly baptized. 



 

     1851 Scotland Census for James Alexander at age 35 years.  James is shown as a Gardener living with his family in Morton Village. 

  



 

     1861 Scotland Census page 1 for James Alexander at age 45 years.  James is shown as a Gardener living with his family at Morton Lodge.   
     (See page 2, below.) 

  



 

     1861 Scotland Census page 2 for James Alexander.  (See page 1, above.) 

  



 

     1871 Scotland Census for James Alexander at age 55 years.  James is shown as a Gardener living with his family at Morton Mains. 

  



 

     1881 Scotland Census for James Alexander at age 65 years.  James Alexander is shown living in Blackford Cottage. 

  



 

     1891 Scotland Census for James Alexander at age 75 years.  James Alexander is shown living in Blackford Avenue with his son and granddaughter, 

Mary Gibson Irvine.  Mary was the daughter of Elizabeth Gibson Alexander and William Irvine, who were living in Dalmuir, Old Kilpatrick, Dumbartonshire. 

  



 

   1871-08-01 James Alexander Death Record.  At the time of his death, James was living on Blackford Farm Blackford Avenue.   
   Note that James’ father, John Alexander, is listed as a Ploughman. 

  



Appendix B:  Possible Relationship to John Alexander 

 

     1831 Lily (Lilias) Alexander Marriage Record.  Note that her father, John Alexander is 
     listed as a Ploughman. 

  



 

     1841 Scotland Census for John Alexander.  John Alexander, at age 60 years, is living in Blackford Cottage and is listed as an Agricultural Laborer. 



 

 

1851 Scotland Census for John Alexander.  John Alexander, at age 74 years, is living at 12 East Sciennes 
Street, (which is in Newington, Edinburgh) and is listed as an Farm Laborer. 

  



Appendix C:  Mortonhall5 

About Mortonhall 

The name Mortonhall is thought to derive from the Anglo-Saxon word ‘mire’ i.e. area of marshy or waterlogged 

ground and the word ‘tun’ meaning farmer's home: ‘Meretun’ sic ‘Morton’. Even with generations of drainage 

this rings true today as Mortonhall is located in a south facing bowl at the east end of the Braid Hills, off which 

water runs before being led away to the east in various burns, cundies and drains. 

Mortonhall has long been a place of considerable note, even by the Romans whose roads met at nearby 

Fairmilehead. Mortonhall was given by Robert the Bruce to Henry Sinclair of Roslin in 1317. In November 

1486 Sir Oliver Sinclair of Roslin’s ownership was recorded in a charter by James III granting Mortonhall to 

him as part of the Scots Barony of Pentland. After the Sinclairs of Roslin Mortonhall was briefly owned by Ellis 

of Mortonhall and Stanhopmilnes. 

The Trotters of Mortonhall 

John Trotter 1st of Mortonhall was born in 1588, a younger son of Robert Trotter of Catchelraw in 

Berwickshire. The Trotters of Catchelraw were one of the Foraging and Riding Clans of the East Marches; long 

involved in the fluid uncertainties of Border Reiver life on the Scottish East March. 

The chaotic world of the Border Reivers was brought to an effective end by the 1603 Union of the Crowns. The 

resulting order and stability, for the first time in history, delivered the possibility of a safe life, in the clean air 

beyond the medieval walls of Edinburgh, Scotland’s overcrowded and unhygienic capital city. 

A cleaner and healthier rural life must have appealed to John Trotter, who as younger son had been fortunately 

apprenticed in Edinburgh and, empowered by a successful merchant career, was able to acquire Mortonhall and 

its associated Scots barony in 1635. 

Before 1635 when in Edinburgh the Trotter family had lived at Trotter’s Close on the High Street (Royal Mile). 

This address is today 107 High Street and is known as Baillie Fyfe’s Close. On one of the upper window lintels 

you can still see John Trotter’s coat of arms. John Trotter died in 1641 and was buried in the Northwest corner 

of Greyfriars Kirkyard where today stands the Trotter of Mortonhall family mausoleum. 

Mortonhall is a country estate that evolved from a moated defensive country seat in 1635 to a prosperous 

agricultural property on the back of the peace & stability. 

The built architecture found at the centre of Mortonhall estate dates from 1760 demonstrating no perceived need 

for defensive fortifications and moats.  The domesticated buildings illustrate the new confidence found in 

Scotland following the 1707 Acts of Union and the final Jacobite defeat at Culloden in 1745. 

Mortonhall once encompassed farms from Oswald Road north of Blackford Hill stretching south to Allermuir 

Hill in the Pentlands and to Muirhouse in the southeast. With declining fortunes of agriculture, the estate 

initiated a strategic policy of releasing land from farming for developers to create desirable family homes for 

families wishing to share in the benefits of life in South Edinburgh. What were once the farms of Blackford, 

Bowbridge, Buckstone, Frogston, Morton, and Greenbank are now sought after residential communities and 

homes to many thousands of families in South Edinburgh. 

The Mortonhall farms were each historically farmed by a single tenant family but with the reduction of the 

estate’s size and the economies of scale required in modern farming the remaining agricultural land is farmed 

in-hand as one single unit. 

Since the middle of the last century many of the estate’s properties have been bought by private and public 

owners most notably Mortonhall House, Mortonhall Golf Club, Lothianburn Golf Club, Swanston Golf Club, 

Mortonhall Crematorium, Blackford Hill and many other private residential properties including the old dower 

house and farmhouses. 

 
5 From:  https://www.mortonhall.co.uk/about-us/ 


