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First built in the 1140s, the Preceptory was constructed around an early medieval
church.
Until the 1560s it was the home of the Scottish branch of the Knights Hospitallers
of the Order of St John of Jerusalem. Sir William Wallace, Guardian of Scotland,
briefly took up residence at the Preceptory, following victory at the Battle of Stirling
Bridge. The Hospitallers had fled, having supported the English.
The Order returned during Robert the Bruce’s reign and they continued to
work, pray and administer their Scottish estates from there until 1564, when the
Hospitallers disbanded in Scotland following the Scottish Reformation. The last
Preceptor, Sir James Sandilands, gave up the property to Mary Queen of Scots,
who sold it back to him and made him Lord Torphichen.
The site then became a parish kirk, with the church rebuilt on the demolished nave.

Timeline

Scottish HQ of a holy order
formed in 11th century Jerusalem
Lying in the gently undulating countryside
of West Lothian, Torphichen Preceptory
was one of medieval Scotland’s great
centres of power.
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David I grants Torphichen to the Hospitallers whom he invited
to Scotland in 1132.

1298

William Wallace stays here prior to the Battle of Falkirk.

1312

The Hospitallers are given property seized from the Knights 		
Templar, allowing them to expand through the country.

1513

James IV demands Scotland’s Hospitallers be independent
of the order’s English section.

1564

The order is disbanded in Scotland. Sir James Sandilands,
the last Preceptor, is made Lord Torphichen.

1756

The nave and domestic buildings are destroyed, making way
for a new kirk to be built on the site.

1947

The central tower is re-roofed and the site passes into the care
of Historic Scotland.

Artist’s impression of the
preceptory in the medieval period.
©Crown Copyright reproduced
courtesy of Historic Scotland.
www.historicscotlandimages.gov.uk

Torphichen
Preceptory

This article first appeared in ‘Historic Scotland’, Spring 2015, page 14.
©Crown Copyright reproduced courtesy of Historic Scotland.
www.historicscotlandimages.gov.uk

For more information on Torphichen Preceptory or other historical buildings in West Lothian,
contact the Local History Library – localhistory@westlothian.gov.uk, or telephone 01506 282491.

museums

Your Council
needs you!!!
West Lothian Federation of the SWRI
has an active membership who
pride themselves on rising to any
challenge. West Lothian Council has
an innovative Museums Department
which had a specific remit to fulfil.
It was a perfect opportunity for the
two to combine forces on a project for
primary schoolchildren which would
enhance learning and understanding
of a particular period of history in an
interesting and fun way.
The Council’s Museum service has a
collection of ‘handling boxes’ on topics of
interest for schools. When the staff were
collecting items for a WW1 box, Museums
Officer Elizabeth Henderson thought that
children would enjoy dressing up in the
kind of clothes that their ancestors might
have worn to school.
Enter four intrepid women of the Rural
who readily responded to the call to work
on such an interesting and worthwhile
collaborative venture, whilst also promoting
the work of their organisation. Four willing
volunteers, Christine Barton (Westfield
SWRI), Karen Damm (Kirkliston SWRI), Ishbel
Greenshields (Boghall SWRI), and Mary
Shelton (Blackness SWRI), met to pool their
talents and creativity.
Their first task was to examine period
photographs of schoolchildren which
showed the girls wearing pinafores and the
boys, sailor collars. Clearly it was going to
be difficult to source any surviving sewing
patterns, but nothing daunted, the Rural
ladies found a way. Ishbel’s offer to create
a pattern for the pinafore was eagerly
accepted , whilst Karen volunteered to
source appropriate fabric.

SWRI members show off their handiwork
The collars proved to be more of a problem
however, but fortune was soon to smile.
For some years now, Christine has been
helping to make and adapt costumes for
the annual pantomime at St John’s Church
in Bathgate. This year’s production involved
the pantomime Dame dancing a hornpipe
and to Christine’s delight part of the outfit
comprised a sailor collar supplied by the
costumiers! Needless to say, this provided
the ideal template.
The material was duly purchased; white
polycotton for the pinafores and navy blue
gaberdino for the collars. In thrifty rural
fashion, the group managed to cut out more
outfits than had been originally requested!
Each lady set out to work individually on
her appointed task of completing blue
collars with white piping and blue ribbons
at the front and white pinafores open at the
back, with ties to fasten. What a surprise
they had when they met with their finished
garments as each had had an individual
interpretation of the job. For example Karen,
had sewn pintucks round the hem, to allow
for lengthening as the child grew. She had
also looked at some old family photos of her
own and added frills round the armholes.

Museum venues

At the onset of the project, the ladies had
discussed how during the war, the mothers
would have created such garments from
whatever came to hand, each one being
different. The final effect was stunning;
individual rather than mass produced outfits
which were completely evocative of the period.
The Rural ladies had worked hard but
couldn’t help but reflect on how much harder
the women of yesteryear must have worked,
sewing everything by hand, on top of all their
other chores!
The Museums Service were delighted with
the outfits and very possibly have ideas
about what the ladies might next be asked
to do! All our volunteers enjoyed working
collaboratively on this venture, meeting with
women from Institutes other than their own,
knowing that their efforts will afford children
a fun way to learn, by dressing up and
recreating the past.
The costumes were recently used at a
Victorian school session at Bankton Primary.
The pupils loved trying on the costumes
and the boys were just as enthusiastic as the
girls. At the end of the session, the teacher
commented, ‘The handmade costumes went
down a storm’.

Spring/Summer opening times 2015

Almond Valley
Heritage Trust

Millfield, Livingston Village West Lothian, EH54 7AR
Tel: 01506-414957 www.almondvalley.co.uk Open: seven days a week – 10.00am-5.00pm daily

Annet House
Museum & Garden

Annet House, 143 High Street, Linlithgow, EH49 7EJ Tel: 01506-670677 www.annethousemuseum.org.uk
Open: 1 April – 31 October. Monto Sat 11.00am-5.00pm. Sunday 1.00pm - 4.00pm.

Armadale Community North Street, Armadale, EH48 3QB Tel: 01506 282282 www.westlothian.gov.uk/libraries
Centre & Library
Open: Mon & Friday 9 am- 6 pm. Wed 9am – 3pm. Tues & Thurs 9am – 8pm. Sat 9 am-1.00pm
Bennie Museum Trust 9-11 Mansefield Street, Bathgate, EH48 4HU. Tel: 01506-634944 www.benniemuseum.org.uk
		
Open: 30 March - 26 September 2015. Mon– Sat: 11.00am – 4 pm
Blackridge
Community Museum
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Blackridge Library, Craig Inn Centre, Blackridge, EH48 3RJ
Tel: 01501-752396 www.westlothian.gov.uk/libraries
Open: Tues 2.00pm-6.30pm. Wed9.30am-12.30pm & 1.30pm-4.30pm. Thurs 2.00pm-6.30pm

k

museums

‘Our Gala Days’:

An Introduction by Miles Tubb,
Living Memory Association

Memories of West Lothian Gala Days
‘They used to hold the Gala Day in the farmer’s field. I remember getting a pie. You had a tin mug with a bit of
string around your neck and you got tea or juice and you got a bag with a bun in it and then you got the races.
They had the lorries done up and you walked at the back of them.’
(George Fairgreave talking about the essential ingredients of a good Gala day in the 1950s.)

Gala days are a rich source of stories and one of those events
that people remember with great fondness. Not just the day
itself but the weeks and months of planning and preparation
that led up to it. It was and, I’m very happy to say, still is a real
focus for many West Lothian towns and villages. The Gala Days
continue to bring people of all ages together to celebrate their
community.
The Living Memory Association is an Edinburgh-based
reminiscence project. Working in conjunction with West Lothian
Heritage Services with support from The Heritage Lottery Fund,
we will soon be starting a project to gather in memories of past
Gala Days. We will be concentrating on five locations: Armadale,
Blackridge, Broxburn, West Calder and Whitburn.
and
Broxburn Gala queen

The project will build up a new, unique West Lothian Gala Days
archive containing photographs and memories. Throughout the
project we will produce exhibitions, books, a website and will
participate in the Gala days themselves.
We will be launching the project in April by doing a series of
presentations in the five areas mentioned. We want to work with
local community groups, older people and schools. We are also
looking for people to volunteer to help out in the collecting
of memories. Training will be provided in interviewing and
recording skills
Armadale Gal

a, 1950s

retinue, 1950s

If you have any stories, photographs or memorabilia or would like to get involved please email:
miles@livingmemory.org.uk or call 0131 5534580. Alternatively, you can contact the Museums Service by
emailing museums@westlothian.gov.uk or by phoning 01506 776347.

Broxburn Library West Main Street, Broxburn EH52 5RH. Tel: 01506-775600 www.westlothian.gov.uk/libraries
		 Open: Mon & Friday 9 am- 6 pm. Wed 9am – 3pm. Tues & Thurs 9am – 8pm. Sat 9 am-1.00pm
Hopetoun House South Queensferry, West Lothian EH30 9SL. Tel: 0131-331-2451 www.hopetoun.co.uk
		 Open: 3rd April – 27th September. 10.30am – 5.00pm (last entry 4pm).
Linlithgow Canal
Centre & Museum
		

Canal Basin, Manse Road, Linlithgow, EH49 6AJ Tel: 01506-671215 (answering service) www.lucs.org.uk
Weekends: 4 April – 27 September (1.30pm-5pm) Open Weekdays (Town Cruises, Museum & Tearoom
only : 29 June – 14th August (1.30pm-5pm): 4.30pm - 5pm). 29 June - 14 August 2015 (1.30pm - 5pm)

Linlithgow Library The Vennel, EH49 7EX Tel: 01506-775490 www.westlothian.gov.uk/libraries
		 Open: Mon, Wed & Friday: 8.30am – 5.30pm. Tues & Thurs: 8.30am -8.00pm. Sat: 9.00am – 1.00pm
Whitburn
		
Whitburn Library, Union Road, Whitburn, EH47 0AR Tel: 01501-678050 www.westlothian.gov.uk/libraries
Community
		
Mon & Friday 9 am- 6 pm. Wed 9am – 3pm. Tues & Thurs9am – 8pm. Sat 9 am-1.00pm
Museum
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Soroptimist
International of
West Lothian
The hard work of a local human rights advocacy
group kicked off in a Bathgate shoe salon.
Soroptimist International is a global voluntary organisation which strives for human
rights for all and, in particular, wishes to advance the status of women. Our archives
hold the history of the West Lothian branch, tracing back to its humble beginnings in
1962 when a handful of women gathered in the shoe salon of founding member Mrs
Agnes Mackay.

The first
meeting of the
West Lothian
branch, 1962

West Lothian
Soroptimists
President’s
Jewel

As the club grew in size to around 30 or 40 members, these women, from all
kinds of working backgrounds, began making large contributions both locally
and internationally. They served the local community through volunteering as
relief housekeepers in care homes, giving parties and outings to housebound and
disadvantaged children, helping to refurbish a Women’s Aid premises and more. To
help women internationally, the Soroptimists held fundraisers regularly including
the very popular appeal in 1994 ‘Bras for Bosnia’ where they collected underwear
and toiletries to give to women of that country. Many West Lothian members also
travelled far and wide to cities including Rome, Istanbul, Melbourne, Honolulu and
San Francisco in order to attend Soroptimist International conferences and meet
others, many of whom went on to visit West Lothian.
Reading through the minutes of early Soroptimist meetings, it becomes clear
that they paid close attention to a wide variety of political issues from European
Community Treaties to changes to pension schemes and what effects these would
have on themselves and others. They would often invite speakers to give talks on
a diverse range of subjects from life on other planets to plastic surgery equipment,
from floral artistry to the changing social status of women, all being received with
keen interest.
In particular, they responded strongly to presentations and information about the
inequalities and challenges faced by women throughout the world. By holding
fundraisers they have been able to help many women as well as pay for the education
of several children across South America and Africa. They also sponsored a female
doctor from Romania in order to further her cancer research. Championing the
working woman, annual newsletters would often criticize outdated gender roles
while also remaining light-hearted, fun and optimistic.
A recent meeting of the West Lothian branch

The Soroptimists of West
Lothian continue to meet
on a regular basis and are,
amongst other projects,
currently working to raise
awareness of Violence
against Women.
More information can be found
online at

www.sigbi.org/west-lothian
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Ground floor plan of Polkemmet
Colliery Pithead Baths

The construction of Polkemmet Pithead
baths in 1937 must have had a dramatic
impact on the lives of Whitburn miners
and their families.
Prior to the introduction of the baths, miners were forced
to make the journey home from the pits in dirty clothing.
Although the introduction of new council houses had
provided many with access to modern washing facilities,
some of the miners still had no access to hot running water.
This could make bathing difficult, especially when there was
more than one miner in the family. The wives and mothers of
miners would also have to continually endure the exhausting
task of washing pit clothing on a daily basis.
The introduction of pithead baths across Britain was paid for
by the Miners’ Welfare Committee using a fund created by a
levy of 5% on coal royalties in Great Britain. As well as funding
pithead baths, the fund was used to pay for canteens and
recreation facilities.
The pit head baths at Polkemmet were not simply functional.
The elaborate baths were art deco inspired and reflected a
modern attitude to miners’ welfare.

“

My father remembered when the baths were brought in
for the first time; they called them the pithead baths. It
was a wonderful thing because the men were then able
to go and get a shower and go home clean instead of
going home in filthy moleskins with the dirt adhering
to them and trying to get washed in a tin bath.

“

Inside the Archives:
The Pithead Baths
at Polkemmet

View of baths at Polkemmet Colliery.
© Courtesy of RCAHMS. Licensor
www.rcahms.gov.uk

Maureen Benassi reflecting on her father’s memories
of Whitrigg pithead baths.

The floor plan of the pithead baths allows us to build up a
picture of the ‘production line’ nature of the building. At the
end of the shift, the miner in his dirty clothing would enter
the pit entrance of the bath-house. Miners first encountered
a boot-cleaning machine consisting of electrically powered
revolving brushes. They would move on to the pit clothes
locker room where they undressed and deposited their
dirty pit clothing. Next they would have a shower in the
bathhouse section of the building, before entering the clean
clothes locker room where their pre-deposited clean clothes
would be waiting. Adjacent to the clean locker room there
was a first-aid facility and at the clean entrance end of the
building, a lobby housed drinking fountains and gave access
to a canteen. The baths had 1,000 metal lockers and another
1,000 lockers for clean clothes. Each miner would need access
to one of each type of locker.
The baths were among the largest in Scotland, and
gave good service for nearly 50 years. The building was
demolished when the mine was closed after the 1984-5
miners’ strike.

The Archives and Records Centre would be interested to hear from anyone who has any memories
of pithead baths. To share your stories, email archive@westlothian.gov.uk or phone 01506 773770.
Our colleagues in Museums are collecting memories about the miners’ strike.
They can be contacted on 01056 776347 or by emailing museums@westlothian.gov.uk
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Trench flit

West Lothian’s replica First World War trench
(the only one in Scotland) has flitted!
The trench was designed and built by Council apprentices
in the garden of Bathgate Partnership Centre. Since its
launch at the War100 event in August, it’s had over 1,700
visitors; school groups, community groups, and individual
visitors have walked through it and learned something of
the horrors of living and fighting in the trenches.
Bathgate Partnership Centre needed to reclaim its garden
for another project, so the trench has been dismantled
and re-built at Beecraigs Country Park, thanks mainly to
a grant from the Community Covenant Grant Scheme,
which we acknowledge with grateful thanks.
The new site of the trench is not far from
the play area and car park at Balvormie.
School and group visits will be available
again soon. Contact Tracey Smith,
countryside ranger, for further details
(tracey.smith@westlothian.gov.uk), or to
make a booking, contact Nancy Lochhead
(nancy.lochhead@westlothian.gov.uk);
or phone 01506 844516.
The replica WW1 trench

West Lothian’s
Other War
This summer sees the 70th anniversary
of the end of WWII - VE day on 8 May
and VJ day on 15 August. To mark the
anniversary, the Local History Library
is seeking volunteers to tell us their
wartime experiences. Whether you
were a soldier, or helped on the home
front, or were a child growing up in
wartime, we’d like to hear from you.

Ecclesmachan
We are also recording memories of
Ecclesmachan - if you live there or used
to live there and would be willing to have
your memories recorded, get in touch
with the Local History Library. The stories
will go onto the Ecclesmachan and
Threemiletown Community website and
also into a booklet for local residents and
school children.

If you can help with either of these projects, please contact us at
the West Lothian Local History Library.

Our email address is local history@westlothian.gov.uk,
or call us on 01506 282491.

West Lothian’s War

The Linlithgow Gazette reports the return of
local troops in May 1945
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Some of the work done by two WW1 community projects - in
Fauldhouse and Linlithgow - is beginning to appear on the Scotlands
War website. Visit www.scotlandswar.ed.ac.uk/westlothian and
browse through the West Lothian pages. There are many fascinating
stories about local people’s involvement in the war whether on the
fighting front, the home front, or as casualties.

local history library

Another move…
The Local History Library has
moved yet again, and come
to rest (for two or three years,
at any rate) at 89-91 High
Street, Linlithgow, next door
to County Buildings.

The staff are delighted to have all the stock
in one building again and to be able to offer
library users access to the whole of their
stock. Volunteers from the West Lothian
Family History Society continue to offer a
free drop-in advice service on Wednesdays
and Fridays between 11am and 3.30pm.

The library has new opening hours:

Mondays		Closed
Tuesday to Friday
10am – 5pm
First Saturday of the month 9am – 1pm
Small group visits can be arranged out
of hours.
You may remember the library building as
the British Linen Bank. The Bank first set up
in Linlithgow in 1874 at the Dogwell Wynd,
and was so successful that a purpose-built
bank was erected at the Cross on what had
been the site of the Market Inn. Designed by
the architects Wardrop and Reid, and built of
Dalmeny sandstone, the new bank opened
in 1880.
‘Although it occupies only some thirtysix feet of frontage and is three stories
in height, it presents at once an elegant,
The former British Linen Bank at the
Cross, Linlithgow, now home to the
Local History Library.

tasteful, and compact appearance...’ (West
Lothian Courier, 22 May 1880) Above
the bank was the two-storey manager’s
house, ‘an elegant suite of dining room,
drawing room, parlour, library, bedrooms
and bathroom.’ These upper floors are now
occupied by the Council’s trading standards
and environmental health sections –
unfortunately the dumb waiter no longer
works!
The first bank agent was Walter Gilkison,
a Glasgow man, and nephew of George
Outram, the Glasgow Herald editor and later
proprietor. He was described as ‘careful and
cautious to a degree...’ - clearly, an old-style
banker! He was a prominent figure in the
town and a devoted member of St Michael’s
Parish Church.
The British Linen Bank was taken over by the
Bank of Scotland in 1969. The Linlithgow
branch moved into a new bank beside the
library in the 1960s, then moved again to
its present premises at Regent Square in
1994. The public library took over its former
premises then, and now the Local History
Library has taken over the bank’s original
premises at the Cross.

You’re welcome to come to the library and browse at any time – no appointment necessary.
For more information, contact localhistory@westlothian.gov.uk, or phone 01506 282491.

Skeletons found at the Binns

It was while on a week-end walk with his family that the National Trust for Scotland
archaeologist, Daniel Rhodes, first saw a human bone sticking out from a small bedrock
quarry face, and came across a burial cist at the Binns, documented since the 19th century
but unexcavated. Finding it broken open by erosion or cattle provided the opportunity to
organise an excavation and subsequent analysis of the site and remains therein.

For the past 400 years the Binns has
been associated with the Dalyell family,
but they only arrived on Binns Hill in
1612 when Thomas Dalyell, a successful
Edinburgh Merchant Adventurer, bought
the ‘land of Bynnis’ from his cousin, Sir
William Livingstone of Kilsyth, for 38,000
merks. Dalyell made his fortune between
1603 and 1612 at the court of King James
VI and I as deputy Master of the Rolls to
the Scottish King. He proceeded to build
most of the present house on the site of
much older buildings.
As Binns Hill is such a wonderful site for
look-out and defence, it is not surprising
that it has been inhabited since earliest
times, and there is evidence of a Pictish
clachan, a Pictish hill fort and a medieval
tower house on the hill, as well as old

farm steads in the surrounding area. In
a certain evening light the old rig field
system can still be seen.
The current excavation revealed an Iron
Age burial within a stone cist containing
the bones of two males, with indications
that both were originally buried in the
crouched position. Evidence from the
two sets of teeth and multiple bones
indicated that the skeletons were from
the same family: one aged about 40,
the other about 20; with both having a
distinctive malformation of the bones
to indicate they were pigeon-toed.
There was no evidence of weapons but
possible evidence from the teeth that in
life they were connected with weaving.
Of even greater interest, because of the

Iron Age brooch found in
the grounds of the Binns

rarity of such a find in Scotland, was
a complete iron penannular brooch
(slightly oval rather than circular) with
a small piece of textile attached. The
remains of the textile were corroded, but
enough was left to deduce the coarse
weave of the material, probably wool.
The brooch looks like the simplest form
of penannular brooch, developed in
Britain about the 3rd century BC, which
continued to be used alongside later
more ornate forms in other metals like
bronze and copper alloy.
Two human finger bones were also
discovered attached to the textile,
suggesting that in death the hand
was placed at the left shoulder of the
skeleton lying in the crouched position
within his cloak.

A lecture on the excavation by the NTS archaeologist is planned for later this year
to present a fuller and more scholarly explanation of this exciting and interesting find.
The House of the Binns is open to the public.
For more information, see www.nts.org.uk/property/house-of-the-binns/, or phone 0844 493 2127.
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A Fond Farewell
As some of you will know already, our Museums
Development Officer Elizabeth Henderson retired at
the end of January. Elizabeth has been part of the
museums service almost since it was established in
1994, and has helped to make it the active part of
the community that it is today.

Elizabeth Henderson

Elizabeth’s background was in teaching she taught German and R.E. at Blackburn
Academy - but she was seconded to
Museums in 1998. She worked with the
first Museums Officer, Alison Cutforth, at
the time when the Community museums
were being set up in library premises,
and continued to job share with Alison’s
successor, Sarah Vince, gaining her
professional museums qualification in
2002. In 2007 she took over as full-time
museums development officer, with full
responsibility for the Council’s museum
collections, as well as creating exhibitions
and being the Council’s contact with
the three independent museums in the
area. Elizabeth has been job-sharing with
Emma Peattie since January 2014.
Although a relatively small service,
West Lothian Museums is notable for
the reminiscence and schools service it
offers, which is seen as a model by other
authorities. Elizabeth was instrumental in
setting up the West Lothian Reminiscence
and Oral History Network in 2011, and
after this, she and her assistant Maureen

Liddell continued to expand the range
of reminiscence resources offered.
Elizabeth’s long teaching experience
helped when providing a variety of
school sessions on subjects relating to the
curriculum. The service’s three Accredited
Museums have a regular programme of
temporary exhibitions, most of which
have been curated and researched by
Elizabeth. One of the most influential has
been ‘West Lothian and the Forgotten
War’ which has helped to keep alive the
memories of the men who served in
Korea, many of whom came from West
Lothian
As a small service, the Museums service
relies on volunteers to assist the paid
staff in many areas. They need guidance
and management to maximise their
contribution and also to ensure that
they get as much back as possible, and
all the volunteers who have worked
with Elizabeth will agree that she has
shown exceptional skill in making their
experience a positive and rewarding one.

We will all miss Elizabeth greatly, and wish her and Ian all the
best for the future; we hope that she will come back as a volunteer
herself, to keep the connection alive, and to benefit from her
experience and personality!

Comments? Suggestions?
If you’ve enjoyed reading this newsletter – or not enjoyed it – let us know.
We’d like to hear the sort of articles that interest you, and your comments, suggestions,
and feedback will be welcome. If you have any suggestions for future articles,
or for improvements that might be made, don’t hesitate to get in touch.

Please contact sybil.cavanagh@westlothian.gov.uk

