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              The Nairn Family 

Philanthropy Almost Without Limit 

     

                        In the Beginning – Michael Nairn 

This is a portrayal of the Kirkcaldy family who brought 

industry, wealth and employment, to the town. It is no 

exaggeration to confidently state that this family changed the 

face of Kirkcaldy beyond all recognition. From a town based 

around its harbour and with only a few foundation industries, 

such as linen weaving, it was transformed into an industrial 

powerhouse. It also explores the way the family’s personal 

wealth was used to the benefit of Kirkcaldy and its people. 

This is not a story of floor coverings or linoleum, but rather 

looking at the public services and the philanthropy which 

flowed from members of the family. The linoleum content in 

this narrative is superficial, bar in the origins of the firm, 

without which, it is doubtful if Kirkcaldy would have seen 

any/many of the benefactions the Nairn family have given to 

the town. 

It must be borne in mind that, as well as philanthropy 

stemming from various members of the family, the name 

Nairn has also provided employment in Kirkcaldy since 1828. 

Others, such as Andrew Carnegie, have provided philanthropy 

in abundance for Dunfermline, but his industry only secured 
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and offered employment far from Dunfermline. For well over 

a century, Nairns provided employment and philanthropy in 

equal measure. 

The roots of the Nairn family can be traced deep into Fife’s 

history around the St Andrews area. Their kinsfolk gradually 

began settling in other Fife parishes and Andrew Nairn, a 

weaver by trade, settled in Kirkcaldy and became the Deacon 

of the Guild of Weavers. The 

growth of the linen trade in 

Kirkcaldy was rather 

piecemeal with it originating 

as a cottage industry, 

especially in Linktown in the 

western area of the town. 

It was in 1772, when Andrew was the Deacon, that a petition 

was presented to the Town Council complaining that 

individuals who were “neither burgesses nor bear any part of 

the public burden of Kirkcaldy have of late years presumed 

and still continue to carry on considerable traffic within the 

said burgh”. This was aimed at enterprising weavers who 

despite living outside the burgh boundaries came into the 

town to sell their goods. This had the effect of creating 

competition from those who were not contributing to the 

upkeep of the town, but certainly taking money from it. 
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Andrew’s son, Robert, was both a master-weaver and linen-

merchant and he saw a depression in trade which stemmed 

from the ‘Seven Years War’ of 1756 – 1763. 

Trade improved at the end of that conflict to the extent that 

in Kirkcaldy District in the 1780’s a million yards of linen were 

being woven each year on two thousand looms. 

However, another conflict was soon to cause acute distress to 

James Nairn in the same way as his father Robert had suffered 

through the earlier conflict. This was the Napoleonic Wars 

fought between France and Britain alongside her allies.  James 

had to leave the trade and for a time he owned a grocer’s shop 

then a shoemaking business. 

James married Isobel Barker 

who was the daughter of 

Michael Barker, a Kirkcaldy 

shipmaster. James, in 1786, 

became a burgess of 

Kirkcaldy. James and Isobel 

had ten children and it was 

their third son, Michael, who 

was destined to propel the 

family name into the annals 

of Scottish industrial history. 
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Michael was born in 1804 and much of his childhood was set 

against a backdrop of the Napoleonic struggle. Trade had 

started to improve after the victory at Waterloo and young 

Michael spent much of his time at the harbour watching the 

ships laden with flax arriving from both Baltic and European 

ports. The days of Scottish 

farmers having huge 

acreages under flax had 

disappeared for ever. This 

was for two reasons – firstly, 

because it was grown in such 

significant quantities overseas, and secondly, sailing ships 

brought it in cheaply and almost to the doors of the spinners 

– therefore it made economic sense to buy from abroad. At 

the time hemp was also imported, but not in such quantities. 

It would be a ratio of thirty bales to one in favour of flax. The 

hemp was used for tarpaulins or went to the rope works. 

In the dawn of the industrial age the flax was starting to be 

woven in the new 

factories which were 

springing up, with a 

number of them on the 

banks of the Tiel Burn.  

Other factories were 

being established to 

weave both linen and 

canvas, meaning that 
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the old ways of looms being worked in the home were dying 

out. For a weaver the new requirement was to be able to 

develop the skills to operate a machine, rather than the 

centuries old tradition of hand weaving. The age of the cottage 

industry was drawing to a close, soon to be gone forever. 

Perhaps Michael was always destined to be involved in 

weaving. Although his father had followed another occupation 

after the depression he had had, at the very least, both a 

grandfather and a great grandfather involved in the trade. 

Michael began his working life as an apprentice in Dundee, 

alongside James Cox, who went on to become a major figure 

in the City’s jute industry. 

Michael returned to Kirkcaldy and set up business as a 

manufacturer in Linktown of Abbotshall. He certainly must 

have had ability and also have made good contacts because in 

1828 he moved inside the Town boundary and also became a 

burgess of Kirkcaldy. Here he was following in his father’s 

footsteps, as James had been admitted as a burgess nearly 

forty years previously. This offered Michael the opportunity to 

trade in Kirkcaldy as well as undertaking the 

responsibilities which were required of a 

burgess. (See object 12). 

In 1836 he had married Catherine Ingram, 

whose father Alexander owned St. Mary’s 

bleachfield. The couple had eight children. 
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Three of the boys went on to play major roles in the firm – 

Robert, Michael, and the youngest, John.  

At this time a change in legislation led to people having more 

money in their pockets as the Corn Laws were repealed in 

1846. These laws, which had been in force since 1815, 

protected landowner’s interests by taxing imported wheat 

thereby keeping the price of bread artificially high. After 1846 

cheap imported corn led to a reduction in the price of staple 

foods, which in turn meant lower food prices, all leading to 

greater disposable incomes.   More disposable incomes 

allowed manufacturers to expand as demand increased. 

On moving into Kirkcaldy, Michael set 

up in business as a canvas weaver. 

Michael’s house was at the Port Brae 

– on the spot where until recently the 

Port Brae Bar stood. It had a lengthy 

garden (rigg) 

which ran all the way up to Hill Place, 

and it was here, at the top of the 

garden, that Michael erected a stone 

building, with many windows, to house 

his handlooms. The building stood for many years and prior to 

demolition was the popular ‘Travel Club.”  Today, houses 

stand on the site. 
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Michael Nairn’s factory had machines 

working on all four floors and 

gradually the customer base 

expanded. He appointed agents for his 

canvas in both Liverpool and London. 

The firm wove different qualities of 

canvas with prices ranging from 

eightpence farthing to tenpence three farthings per square 

yard. He managed to secure a lucrative contract to supply 

sailcloth to the British Navy. The best quality cloth for this 

purpose could command a price of elevenpence farthing. 

Turning to the weavers and their rate of pay we find that a 

standard weaver could earn six shillings per week, but those 

who could weave sailcloth could earn nearly 50% more. 

Before many years had elapsed, Michael Nairn had found 

markets in many parts of the world.  Making use of the 

harbour, canvas was despatched to India, Mauritius, Canada, 

Boston, Jamaica, and even Adelaide in Australia. 

Goods were also sent via the Union Canal to Glasgow for 

onward transmission by sailing ship to New York and 

Philadelphia. Also to America went “oilcloth canvas” which 

was waterproofed canvas – which sold at two shillings and 

fourpence per yard.   

However, on the horizon was an opportunity which ultimately 

led to fame and fortune for both himself and Kirkcaldy. For a 

number of years he had been engaged in supplying backing 



8 
 

material for the floorcloth industry. The canvas for this fetched 

a fairly low price, but the quantity of material required 

provided ample compensation.  

However, a visit to Bristol and the premises of this Company 

had a profound effect. At 

the time John Hare was 

the largest manufacturer 

of floorcloth in the 

country. The difference 

from other manufacturers 

was they were a self-contained unit – with the canvas and its 

backing being woven in close proximity to each other. Another 

important innovation was they had their own paint factory, 

meaning the whole manufacturing process was carried out 

from first to last on the same site. 

Michael Nairn was impressed by what he had seen.  He had 

already been pondering on the fact that the market for 

sailcloth was falling as steam replaced sail as the major motive 

power. He knew that he could produce more of other types of 

canvas and/or could also increase the number of his large 

looms and weave more floorcloth canvas.  

One of the reasons that he discounted that route was the 

potential danger of over-production in the spinning and 

weaving industry. He saw that this could well be the result of 

the large number of factories being set up all over Scotland. 
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The idea struck him that perhaps he could look at developing 

the Bristol model in Kirkcaldy. It seemed to him that floorcloth 

manufacturers were in the enviable position of making goods 

for a rapidly developing market, as opposed to possibly a 

declining one. At this time there were only three dozen 

floorcloth manufacturers in the country and none in Scotland, 

the closest being in Newcastle. 

He knew that he was already equipped to make floorcloth 

canvas – and he had years of experience doing so – so why not 

manufacture floorcloth in Kirkcaldy? The idea was daring and 

most certainly required extensive funding. The floorcloth had 

to mature over a number of months which meant no income 

until the finished product was ready for sale. During that 

period wages and overheads still had to be paid. 

 The venture was certainly a risky one, but he believed that as 

Scotland prospered he could make a good living if he could 

capture a share of the Scottish trade. There would be difficult 

times ahead until the sales started to come in. Having spoken 

matters over with his wife the decision was taken to proceed. 

The rest is history – while many viewed the idea to leave 

behind a successful established 

business to dabble in the new 

venture of floorcloth was sheer 

folly. The building of the new 

factory at the top of the Path 

commenced in 1847 and the 
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enterprise was named the “Scottish Floor Cloth Manufactory.” 

The factory was built substantially of stone and measured 

forty-three yards in length by nearly thirty yards in width. The 

factory had the Pathhead Philp School as its neighbour. It was 

by far the largest building in the district and was visible to 

traffic on the Forth for many miles distant. It is believed that 

in total the structure cost around £5000, which was similar to 

the cost of Kirkcaldy’s prestigious new Town House in the High 

Street. 

Michael Nairn left his Coal Wynd property and moved his 

home and family to 18 High Street. He sold the looms he did 

not require to an Aberdeen weaver and he took his workers 

with him to the new 

venture – some to 

weave and others to 

prepare the materials. 

His factory site had 

been chosen carefully 

– it was close to 

Sinclairtown Station offering transportation by rail and was 

also close to the harbour for transporting the finished product 

by sea. The converse was also true in that conveying the raw 

materials to his factory had the same advantages. 

At that stage Michael was placing an intolerable burden on 

himself. He worked night and day keeping an eye on 

everything from the raw materials to the finished article. He 
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was often away on business trips to establish new contacts 

and make people aware of himself and his product. Initially, it 

had been the intention to sell only in the home market. 

However that idea did not last long.   He wrote to Hong Kong 

and he wrote to former neighbours of his, the Elders, who had 

emigrated to Australia and he also wrote to America and 

Canada to establish if there was potential for a market in these 

countries. 

He had however been optimistic in his estimation of how long 

it would take for the product to be ready for sale. His estimate 

of six months fell far short of the actual initial length of time 

required – ten months. Despite the fact it meant a longer 

period without income, he continued to produce the highest 

quality of product possible. He did not attempt to reduce costs 

by using inferior materials or lesser skilled employees.  

Alongside running the business, Michael became involved 

with a number of institutions – he had been a burgess since 

1828 – he was a director of the Chamber of Commerce – he 

was a manager of Kirkcaldy and District Trustee Savings Bank 

and he was on the committee of the town’s Subscription 

Library amongst other organisations. 

He continued to refine and improve his business especially in 

the areas of design and printing. He used designers to produce 

more and more elaborate designs and soon his newer floor 

cloths attracted attention from many buyers. He was a man 

who continually experimented with both materials and 
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processes, but it was on the artistic side that perhaps he made 

the biggest contribution to the advancement of floor-

coverings. 

It is perhaps no surprise that given the scope and extent of his 

activity, the long hours, the continual drive for improvement, 

the determination to make the best product possible, and the 

desire to excel over his 

competitors, took their 

toll. On the 18th January 

1858, at the age of 53, he 

passed away leaving a 

wife and five surviving 

children from a family of 

eight. 

He had put the building blocks in place, but what would 

happen now? 

                                    At the Crossroads 

Catherine Nairn at the age of forty-three was left a widow and 

decisions had to be made. Her eldest son, Robert, had some 

experience in the business but he was still in his teens. His 

younger brother, Michael Barker Nairn, had just completed 

three years training in a lawyer’s office. 

She could sell the business or she could attempt to carry it on 

with the assistance of her sons. Under the terms of the will of 

Michael Nairn she had been left the factory as well as the 
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completed goods and those still in production. Mrs Nairn had 

strong religious beliefs and to her mind it was the will of the 

Lord that her husband should be taken. In view of this she 

believed that all would be well. The die was cast and the firm 

would carry on in the same way and with the same traditions 

as the founder. 

A new partnership was drawn up with a change of name – 

Michael Nairn and Company. There were three partners – Mrs 

Nairn, her son Robert, and James Shepherd. James Shepherd 

had been both a clerk and a traveller for 

Michael. He knew most of the customer 

base and therefore could provide a link, 

stability and continuity. The partnership 

agreement allowed for seven shares. Mrs 

Nairn held five of the shares with Robert and 

James having one each. All the partners 

were bound to the firm for a period of three years. 

Michael B Nairn was brought into the firm and set about 

learning every possible aspect of the business while the three 

partners ensured that Michael Nairn’s development plans 

were put in place. Already a new partnership had been 

formed. This time it was for four years and the original three 

were joined by young Michael.  Michael B Nairn certainly 

appeared to have a head for business and confidence which 

belied his years. In his book ‘The Nairns of Kirkcaldy’ – 

Augustus Muir notes that “Michael Nairn’s son, wherever he 
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went, left behind him a strong impression of trustworthiness 

and efficiency; he showed himself to be infinitely patient in his 

endeavour to supply exactly what the buyer wanted; and it 

was evident to all with whom he came into contact that he was 

a young man of high integrity who would build strongly and 

well on the foundations his father had laid. It is certain that he 

himself cared little about what kind of impression he left 

behind him, all he set out to do was convince those with whom 

he traded that his floorcloth was of sterling quality.” 

When James Shepherd resigned from the partnership in 1864 

to set up in partnership with Michael Beveridge as floorcloth 

manufacturers, Catherine was concerned that the loss of a 

man her husband had trained and of whom as a salesman he 

thought highly might reduce orders for a spell. However, the 

resolute confidence of Michael convinced her to have no fear 

of this competition almost upon their doorstep. We shall see 

if the confidence was misplaced in the next section. 

There can be no doubt that 

Catherine Nairn’s decision to 

carry on was a pivotal moment 

for the firm and Kirkcaldy. The 

estate of her late husband was 

valued at £8000 which is 

around £700,000 today. How 

easy might it have been to call 

it a day rather than become 
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involved in a business venture of this nature. It is to her credit 

that she accepted the challenge and Nairn’s became what it 

was – a major employer with an international reputation. 

Many individuals, as well as Kirkcaldy, have reason to be 

grateful for the decision. 

                          Sir Michael Barker Nairn 

So, was the confidence mentioned above misplaced?  

The answer is an emphatic no! The Fifeshire Advertiser 

seemed to get the mood just right when they penned a 

retrospective following his death on the 24th November 1915. 

“Kirkcaldy has become a poorer town this 

week. It has lost its most powerful 

personality. The biography of Sir Michael 

B Nairn is to a large extent the history of 

this town over more than half a century. 

More than any other man he has 

contributed to its industrial 

development. More than any other, he 

has enriched it with fine buildings and useful institutions. 

More than any other, he has expanded and strengthened its 

educational and charitable efforts. 

Sir Michael has long occupied a unique position as our 

foremost citizen. It has not been obtained by any process of 

electioneering. It has not been won by virtue of holding public 

offices, although sometimes he has been a member of public 



16 
 

bodies. More often he has just been a private townsman with 

no particular post, but this made no difference whatever in the 

influence he wielded.  All through his life, that influence 

depended upon the sheer force of his personality and it owed 

nothing to any outside authority. 

Men often excuse their own feebleness by the remark that 

people of wealth owe everything to the lucky chance that they 

were born with a silver spoon in their mouth. Michael Barker 

Nairn was not so born. By his own industry and ability he 

achieved wealth, position and influence, and what is far 

better, he used them all for the benefit of his fellows. 

It is a healthy sign that Scotland can still produce such men. 

We are all proud that Kirkcaldy has been the birthplace of 

Michael B Nairn and the scene of his activity and his 

benevolence. This thought tempers today the sorrows with 

which we regard the great loss caused by his removal.” 

The Fife Free Press on Saturday the 27th November also 

carried the sad news that on Wednesday the 24th November, 

Sir Michael Barker Nairn had passed away at the age of 78. The 

issue devoted  significant coverage to Sir Michael’s death but, 

just a few column inches away, was the uplifting news that 

Private Robert Dunsire had been awarded the Victoria Cross 

(see object three). 

The same newspaper in its 4th December issue reported on the 

life and death of the Baronet, also offering extensive coverage 

of his funeral. 
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“Although recently Sir Michael had taken a less active share in 

the affairs of the colossal business of which he had been the 

head for so many years he was, nevertheless, in the custom of 

frequently attending the office. On Tuesday last he had not 

only spent some time in the office, as usual, but he also visited 

several departments of the works. On Wednesday morning he 

had left Rankeilor shortly before ten o’ clock in his motor car 

for Kirkcaldy and, at that time, appeared in his ordinary health. 

The journey to Kirkcaldy occupied around half-an-hour and on 

arriving at the office the chauffeur on proceeding to open the 

door of the vehicle was shocked to find his master sitting in 

the car in the natural position, but quite dead. He at once 

conveyed the sad tidings to the office and the lifeless body was 

reverently removed to the room which the deceased Baronet 

had so long occupied as head of the firm. Dr Langwill, the 

family physician, was at once called and certified death to be 

due to heart failure. There was every indication that the end 

had come very suddenly and peacefully, as no effort had 

apparently been made even to attract the chauffeur, the busy 

worker thus passing to his rest, while practically in harness. 

By strange coincidence Lady and Miss Nairn had decided, not 

long after the Baronet had left Rankeillour, to pay a visit to 

Kirkcaldy hospital. Motoring down, they arrived at the hospital 

just after the death of Sir Michael had become known and they 

at once proceeded to the office. In the course of the forenoon 

the body was removed to Rankeillour, while flags were flown 
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at half-mast from the various works belonging to the firm, the 

High School, and the hospital.” 

Michael Barker Nairn 

was married in 1866 to 

Emily Frances Spencer. 

The couple set up 

home in Kirkcaldy High 

Street; latterly moving 

to St. Mary’s, a three-

storey property which 

sat above the harbour. He carried out alterations and 

improvements to the house which was home to the family, 

and subsequently his daughter, Catherine, for more than half 

a century. The couple had a 

total of eleven children and 

there had been five 

daughters before their first 

son, Michael, was born in 

1874. His younger brother, 

Robert, was born in 1880. 

The funeral took place at Monimail United Free Church the 

following Saturday, with the remains being interred in the 

burial ground of the church: - “In the gloom of a dull November 

afternoon a very large assemblage, representative of the 

public and business life of Fife, gathered at Rankeillour House, 

near Springfield, where the deceased Baronet had resided and 
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where the remains, encased in their handsome oaken chest, 

awaited removal to their last resting place. A simple but most 

impressive service was conducted at the mansion house, the 

officiating clergymen being the Reverend W.D. Beattie, 

minister of Monimail U.F. Church, with which the late Sir 

Michael had been so intimately associated since coming to 

Rankeillour, and the Reverend Dr. Campbell of the Parish 

Church, Kirkcaldy. 

The cortege afterwards proceeded slowly towards the Bow-of-

Fife, with over fifty motor cars following the hearse. Amongst 

the mourners accompanying the sorrowful procession were 

the deceased’s daughter, Mrs William Black of Chapel, and his 

granddaughter Miss Black. The Burgh of Kirkcaldy, with whose 

fortunes the career of the late Baronet was so intimately 

bound up, was represented by Provost R.C. Lockhart and his 

colleagues of the Town Council with the halberdier, his 

halberd draped in black. Amongst the other public men 

present were the Provosts of Dysart, Cupar, and Ladybank, 

representatives of St. Andrew’s University, and of the clergy. 

Indeed, every interest of Fifeshire generally appeared to be 

represented amongst the mourners.  

The final journey over, the coffin was lowered into the flower-

lined grave close to the Church, for which during his life he had 

done so much. The pall-bearers were – Mr Michael Nairn who 

succeeds to the baronetcy (son); Mr John Nairn (brother); Mr 

William Black of Chapel; Dr H.O. Nicholson, Edinburgh; Mr J.M. 



20 
 

Walker-Thomson, London; and Mr W.K. Balfour of Fernie (sons 

in law); Lieutenant  Black and Michael Black (grandsons) 

The graveside service was conducted by the Reverend William 

Todd, St Brycedale Church, Kirkcaldy, with which the deceased 

was long connected, and the Reverend Professor Stalker, D.D. 

Aberdeen pronounced the benediction. The floral tributes 

were very handsome. Besides those sent by relatives and 

private friends, others were received from the Kirkcaldy office 

staff; the London office staff;  the Manchester office staff, and 

the Largo office staff of Messrs Michael Nairn and Company 

Ltd; the Rankeillour Estate servants; the Unionist Club, 

Kirkcaldy; the employees at Barham; the employees at Fernie 

Castle; and the Young Men’s Christian Association, Kirkcaldy. 

All the works of M. Nairn & Co. in Kirkcaldy were closed for the 

day on Saturday, and the heads of the various departments 

travelled by car from Kirkcaldy to Rankeillour to pay a last 

tribute to their late employer.  

In all the Kirkcaldy churches, on the Sunday, reference was 

made to the late Baronet, and a special memorial service was 

conducted in St Brycedale U.F. Church by the Rev. Wm. Todd.” 

Given the energy he used in developing the business it could 

be assumed that he had time for little else, but that is far from 

what the facts disclose. On the 27th November the Fifeshire 

Advertiser paid a warm tribute to Sir Michael’s public service 

and his financial assistance to many causes. 
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“Even as a young man he identified himself with every large 

and worthy movement for the social, moral, or intellectual 

improvement of his native town. Looking back over the files of 

the ‘Fifeshire Advertiser’ we find that fifty years ago he sat at 

the head of a committee of citizens that initiated and carried 

through the widening of the Path and the improvement of the 

gradients there. In the agitation for the provision of Kirkcaldy’s 

first great waterworks in 1865, he was a strenuous leader. We 

cannot remember any progressive movement in our midst 

that had not the advantage of his help. In such work he stood 

shoulder to shoulder with an older municipal leader, Provost 

Swan, who found him a tower of strength. It is to his honour 

that when his old friend fell upon evil days he was the chief 

support of the fund that gave ease to his declining years. 

                                 

St. Brycedale Church 

His friendship with the Rev. James 

Stalker was a longstanding one and 

along with Provost Swan and David 

Russell, they formed the nucleus of 

the movement for the building of St 

Brycedale Church in 1877.  Ten years 

later when the Rev. Stalker had been 

succeeded by the Rev. Wm. J. 

MacDonald, Michael Nairn was the 

means of providing a splendid organ to the church. There can 
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be little doubt that Michael Nairn had provided significant 

financial assistance in the building of the church in the first 

instance. 

                                   A Town Councillor 

Despite the obvious pressures of business he found time to 

serve for some years as a member of Kirkcaldy Town Council. 

                                        Education 

It is possible that this was the subject in which Sir Michael was 

most interested. He was for many years Chairman of the 

School Board of Kirkcaldy. It was while he held the chair that 

“He offered to the Board to rebuild the Burgh School of his 

native town, the seminary in which he had received, under Dr. 

Lockhart, that sound and comprehensive training which had 

so admirably fitted him for his successful business career. Sir 

Michael was immensely delighted when his offer was 

accepted, allowing him to at once set about the erection of the 

present High School – a splendid building on which he spared 

no expense; also furnishing it with the most ample equipment 

for laboratory and technical instruction. Such a school as Sir 

Michael supplied had been felt as a great want in the town and 

district and, needless to say, it has largely been taken 

advantage of.  
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From time to time Sir Michael returned to this matter of 

education – giving 

handsome medals to 

the High School and 

again endowing a 

travelling scholarship 

for pupils who desired 

to complete their 

studies on the 

continent. 

In recognition of his generosity to the school, a life-like marble 

bust was provided by public subscription. The bust was 

executed by Mr John Taylor, Sculptor – a native of Kirkcaldy – 

and occupies a prominent position in the gallery of the lecture 

hall. 

In recognition of these services, he had conferred upon him 

the degree of Fellow of the Educational Institute of Scotland. 

It was characteristic of Sir Michael Nairn that he was anxious 

to extend the benefits of education to those who have been 

deprived of sight. For many years he has been the honorary 

president for the Fife Society for teaching the blind to read in 

their own homes, and his interest in its work has been 

constant, intimate and generous”. 

                           Other Forms of Beneficence 
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“Other local education societies – such as the Kirkcaldy 

Musical Society, the Kirkcaldy Fine Arts Association and the 

Kirkcaldy and District Horticultural Societies – also received his 

encouragement and material aid. 

Another Society that greatly benefitted by his assistance was 

the Scottish Coast Mission and he gave liberally of his means 

for the erection of a Mission Institute for the Coal Wynd 

district of the town, to be conducted by St. Brycedale Church. 

He stipulated that certain uses of the new building should be 

reserved to the Coast Mission only. 

In more purely charitable causes he was no less deeply 

interested. For four years, he has given £25 a year to the 

Kirkcaldy Charity Organisation Society, the last arriving on the 

day before his death. He greatly enjoyed presiding at the Old 

Folk’s Christmas Festival, and sharing with them the fund of 

good humour with which he was so richly endowed. In more 

private ways he was a genuine succourer of the poor, and we 

have never heard of any good cause appealing to Sir Michael 

in vain”.   

                                     The Hospital 

“Probably the most special and individual of all Sir Michael 

Nairn’s public benefactions was the Kirkcaldy Hospital. It was 

built and equipped by him at his own expense about twenty-

five years ago as a cottage hospital near the great ruin of 

Ravenscraig Castle. It was not long before it was found to be 

too small and some years ago a handsome new ward was 
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added towards the east. Quite recently its work had increased 

so much that there was a fresh call for an extension and Sir 

Michael again offered, at his own expense, to extend and re-

equip the hospital. The work, which almost amounts to a 

rebuilding, is scarcely yet completed. Sir Michael was occupied 

to the very last in making arrangements for furnishing and 

fitting up the hospital. There was nothing in which he took a 

more lively and personal interest than the Kirkcaldy hospital”. 

This relationship with the hospital began with a letter dated 

the 31st December 1887 from Mr M. B. Nairn to the 

Corporation:-  

“The want of a Cottage Hospital for purely medical and 

surgical cases has now been long felt in this town and 

neighbourhood and, in order to provide such an institution, I 

beg to offer for the acceptance of the Town Council of 

Kirkcaldy the sum of £3,000 for the special purpose of 

erecting, equipping, and towards the maintenance, in 

perpetuity, of a medical and surgical cottage hospital for the 

town and district. It is my desire that the proposed hospital 

should be built upon what remains unfeued of the grounds of 

Ravenscraig belonging to me and I am prepared to grant a 

disposition of the subjects to the Town Council, free from any 

purchase price, in order that they may be used for that 

purpose.”  
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Provost Beveridge moved that the Council record its thanks to 

Mr Nairn for his generous offer”. (The Records of the Burgh of 

Kirkcaldy). 

The hospital was dedicated to Michael Nairn’s mother who 

took a keen interest in the project. The hospital was declared 

officially open by the Earl 

of Rosslyn, on Saturday 

the 15th November 1890, 

in the presence of a large 

and influential gathering. 

Mr Nairn had handed 

over the keys to Provost 

Black indicating his preference was to simply say “there’s the 

key, go and do the best you can for the sick and suffering.” 

However he did appreciate that a few words were expected 

from him. 

He thought that it was only his duty to do something for the 

poor and needy from the great prosperity which through the 

kindness of providence he had so long enjoyed, and it occurred 

to him that he could not make a better beginning than by 

building and equipping a cottage hospital.  

He spoke passionately about the cost of the upkeep and any 

potential extensions. He hoped that people of all classes 

would deem it their duty to give the necessary funding their 

support. Speaking of the endowment which had been set up 

to help cater for the running costs he was delighted to 
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mention that Miss Pearson, from the Priory, had contributed 

£200 as the initial credit. His mother had donated £500 with 

his sister contributing £250 He also, to great cheers, indicated 

that on New Year’s Day he would hand over a cheque for 

£1000.  It was his earnest hope that voluntary subscriptions 

would not be wanting 

When opening the hospital the Earl of Rosslyn mentioned that 

this was the first public duty he had been asked to perform – 

he had only become the 5th Earl that year. By 1896, he had 

gambled away a fortune and had been declared bankrupt. The 

family gold and silver had been sold at a three day auction in 

Edinburgh. Michael Nairn had also purchased Dysart House 

from his trustees – irony? 

When the first 

extension was 

completed a new ward 

was named “Mother’s 

Ward”. The unusual 

circular ward was as a 

result of a trip to America where he saw this style of design on 

hospitals there. 

The keys were handed over by Michael Nairn, on the 
17th February 1898 to Provost Hutchison for the new ward 
which contains eleven beds and is in every way fully equipped, 
and must prove a great acquisition, as it has been impossible 
for some time to find accommodation for patients wishing 
admission. The total number of patients who had been 
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admitted since its opening had been 565, from which it would 
appear that a terrible amount of suffering must have been 
relieved. Provost Hutchison said it gave him great pleasure, on 
behalf of the Burgh, to receive from Mr Nairn the generous gift 
which he had presented to his native town. They all felt proud 
to have in their midst such an able and successful merchant 
and manufacturer as Mr Nairn had been, and they rejoiced to 
think that, being able, he was ever willing to do his best for the 
good and prosperity of the town. 

Mr John Oswald of Dunnikier in performing the opening 
ceremony said that the new ward had almost doubled the 
accommodation of the hospital. In ordinary circumstances it 
would be the duty of the gentleman performing the ceremony 
to observe how well the work had been done; how cheaply 
and at such a low increase in the rates. They could all see how 
well the work was done, but as to the expense, that was a 
secret, locked in the heart of one man, the donor, Mr Nairn. 
After the ceremony, the company was entertained to a 
banquet by Mr Nairn at Dysart House”. (Dundee Courier 
16th Feb, 1898) Judging by the numbers invited to the opening, 
the banquet must have been a culinary challenge for the staff! 

Mr Nairn had made a gentle jibe at the Council when he 
handed over the keys. He had reminded the audience that the 
original building had not been as large as he had planned. In 
deference to the Council, he had accepted the smaller scale. 
This had been for two reasons, firstly, the Council had thought 
it may be difficult to secure patients and secondly, the 
population might not offer sufficient financial support for the 
upkeep. Mr Nairn was able to say that neither of the potential 
scenarios had come to pass. In fact there had been a number 
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of times when accommodation was insufficient and people 
had been turned away. Secondly, the income came from three 
streams – 1.Endowments 2.Legacies 3. Subscriptions. So far 
sufficient monies had been forthcoming to meet the running 
costs and the endowment fund was building up to cater for 
new equipment and any capital work.  
 

 A further substantial extension took place in 1915, with a 

second circular ward being added. This was a significant 

extension and we learn that “not withstanding the opening of 

a hospital at Wemyss a few years ago, the claims made upon 

the Kirkcaldy Hospital have recently been greater than could 

be met by the current accommodation and staff. To meet the 

fresh demands, Sir Michael has very generously given 

instruction to Messrs Gillespie and Scott, Architects, St 

Andrews, to carry out a 

still further extension. 

The building now to be 

added will include a 

theatre, X-ray room, a 

large round ward 

equipped with 20 beds, 

sterilising room, 

anaesthetic room, two private wards, new accommodation for 

nurses and maids, along with new kitchens and other rooms. 

The greater portion of the new building will be at the rear of 

the present hospital. At the moment there are thirty beds and 

frequently additional beds have to be provided in cases of 
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emergency and the accommodation for staff is very limited. 

When the extension is completed there will be a total of forty-

six beds, and the equipment of the hospital will in all 

departments be very much enhanced.” 

One of the major benefits to flow from this extension was that 

nurses, no matter how experienced they may be, could not sit 

the ‘Diploma of the Royal British Nursing Association’ without 

first having a period of training at a larger hospital. The 

extended and larger Kirkcaldy hospital meant that nurses 

could now both train and sit the diploma exams without the 

need for any external experience.   

The second circular ward was to be named “Father’s Ward”. 

 Sadly, Sir Michael died shortly before the extension was 

completed. The opening formalities were carried out by his 

son, Michael Nairn, the new Baronet. The opening ceremony 

will be covered later in the narrative. It was estimated that the 

cost of the extension was £10,000 not including the fixtures 

and fittings. 

                                         Y.M.C.A. 

“Another institution in which he has taken a deep personal 

interest is the Kirkcaldy Y.M.C.A. His old friend, Mr John 

Forrester, was for many years the president; its site at the foot 

of Kirk Wynd was the gift* of his brother, Robert, and the 

building itself is a memorial to his old friend, Provost Swan. But 
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more important in his eyes has 

been the work it has done for the 

young men of Kirkcaldy. He has 

long been its honorary president, 

and for many years – especially in 

the years of its greatest need – he 

stood by it and helped to place it 

on a firm financial footing”.  

* This may well have been originally owned by Robert, but 

probably inherited by Michael following his brother’s death. It 

would appear that Michael treated it as a gift from his late 

brother, rather than himself. 

                                      Political Views  

Although not strictly part of the philanthropy story it is 

interesting to note that he had been a Liberal supporter and 

was president of Kirkcaldy Liberal Association. He was a long 

time admirer of Gladstone, who rather suddenly in 1885 

became a convert to Irish Home Rule. Neither Michael Nairn 

nor Provost Swan could support this policy as both were in 

favour of a ‘Union for the United Kingdom.’ In 1900 Michael 

Nairn stood as a ‘Union Liberal’ in that year’s general election. 

The sitting incumbent J.H. Dalziel held the seat as a ‘Home 

Rule Liberal’. 

                               Miscellaneous Snippets 



32 
 

Robert Nairn, who was the elder brother 

of Sir Michael, had a comparatively short 

life. He had been a partner since 1858 but 

died in 1886. Prior to his death he had 

provided the ground in Kirk Wynd for the 

erection of the new office of Kirkcaldy and 

District Trustee Savings Bank. The bank 

was officially opened on Friday 26th November 1886. The 

building which is now a pub/restaurant carries his name. 

Robert Nairn had been in indifferent health for some time and 

had on medical advice embarked on a trip to America. He had 

hardly set foot ashore when his health deteriorated. His 

brother Michael was already in America with his daughter. The 

party headed home, but Robert had only been home for two 

weeks when he passed away. 

He was described as a staunch free churchman and was an 

office-bearer at St Brycedale Church. He was given credit, 

together with his 

brother, for significant 

financial input into the 

original building of the 

church and was known 

as a generous 

subscriber to its 

various funds. 
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The Fife Free Press of the 12th June 1886 described Robert “as 

somewhat of a retiring nature, who took no active part in 

public matters. Mr Nairn’s removal, in the prime of life, will be 

nothing short of a heavy loss to the community. Local charities 

found a generous sympathiser in the deceased. Many in 

distress from the poor but deserving class met a true friend in 

approaching him.” 

The Fife Free Press of the 10th March 1915 reported a rather 

different type of generosity. It transpired that the Army 

Recruiting Officer fell into conversation with Sir Michael.  The 

officer felt that recruiting was perhaps being hindered by the 

lack of stirring music. “Without any hesitation and, with his 

usual generosity, he gave the officer a cheque to cover the 

expense of equipping pipers to assist the recruiting in 

Kirkcaldy. This has now been done and, for the first time, Sir 

Michael Nairn’s Pipe Band will turn out tomorrow forenoon 

when they will pipe the reserves from Oswald’s Wynd to the 

Union Church”. 

Lady Nairn had also been active in terms of the town’s health. 

As the population expanded, there became an urgent need for 

more nurses and consequently that resulted in larger 

accommodation being required. The Victoria Nurses 

Association had provided a flat in Alexandra Street, but it was 

no longer adequate for the numbers of nurses now involved. 

No suitable property could be found to rent and the 

Association were forced to consider buying. “They had started 
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to raise funds by bazaars, when Lady Nairn took matters into 

her own hands and purchased a property in Victoria Gardens 

overlooking the bowling green. Lady Nairn had it overhauled 

by adding electric lighting, re-laying the drains, beautifying the 

gardens and having the interior re-fitted and re- painted, 

mostly in white enamel. The Association were delighted with 

this gift and the Town Council consented to become trustees 

for the property and hold it on behalf of the Association and 

the community. (Fifeshire Advertiser 4th July 1914) 

Since the 1870’s, Michael 

Nairn’s country house had 

been the beautiful estate of 

Rankeilour, near 

Springfield, where he had 

carried out great improvements including the rebuilding of the 

old mansion house.  

 Dysart House and grounds, the ancient home of the St. Clairs 

of Rosslyn, were acquired by him in 1896.The normal practice 

of the family was to winter at Dysart, spending the summers 

at Rankeilour. 

When he made his home 

exclusively at 

Rankeilour, and became 

a member of the United 

Free Church of 

Monimail, he had it 
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restored and beautified. On the 21st June 1913, The Fife Free 

Press recorded that:- 

 “Through the generosity of Sir Michael Nairn, Rankeilour, 

Bow-of- Fife, Monimail U.F. Church, of which he is a member, 

has been provided with a new aisle, an organ loft, a pipe organ 

and retiring rooms for the choir. It should also be mentioned 

that Sir Michael has provided an endowment for the salary of 

the organist.”  

In recognition of his public services Michael Nairn was created 

a Baronet in 1904. The style of the baronetcy is “of Rankeilour, 

Collesie and Dysart House, Dysart in the County of Fife” and 

was created on the 16th December 1904. Interestingly, there is 

a second baronetcy in the family. This was created in the 

Baronetcy of the United Kingdom on the 20th January 1933 for 

Robert Spencer-Nairn, a Major in the Fife and Forfar 

Yeomanry. He was the second son of Michael Barker Nairn and 

the style of this award is “of Monimail in the County of Fife”.  

Perhaps the last words should be left to Dr. Fairweather when 

he spoke of Sir Michael at Dunnikier U.F. Church on the Sunday 

following his death – “He was a great captain of industry 

because he was himself the impersonation of industry. Owing 

to the intensity of his nature he could do nothing by halves and 

was never satisfied with second best. Retirement was for him 

so difficult as to be practically impossible. From first to last he 

never slacked and he had his reward in seeing his business 

develop in ever greater dimensions until it has become a main 
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factor in the prosperity of the town. The rise of his firm to 

acknowledged eminence in the commercial world has been 

largely due to his untiring perseverance, combined with keen 

business acumen. Character as well as industry has been put 

into that business with the result that, even in remote parts of 

the world, the name of Michael Nairn & Co. has become the 

hallmark for reliability and excellence.  

                Mr John Nairn 

On the death of Sir Michael B. Nairn, his 

brother, Mr John Nairn, had been 

elected chairman. John Nairn was born 

on the 4th April 1853. He married 

Gertrude Couper on the 8th October 

1889. The couple had three daughters 

and one son. John again was another 

member of the family who had been a burgess of the Royal 

Burgh. He was granted this status in 1894. The war had seen 

the loss of many employees, some of whom had 

unquestionably been destined for positions of responsibility 

within the firm. Around six hundred men had been in the 

forces. The number of casualties from wounds and sickness 

had been high and many had returned with physical 

disabilities. Over eighty men had been killed and amongst 

them was Ian Couper Nairn, the son of the chairman. Ian had 

fallen in France during the last months of the conflict. He had 
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won the Military Cross and Bar for distinguished service in 

Palestine. 

Along with the loss of men, a loss of a material kind was felt as 

a direct consequence of the war. At the outbreak of hostilities, 

the German government had taken possession of the 

‘Germania Linoleumwerke A.G’. This offshoot had been 

another innovation from the mind of Sir Michael to sidestep 

the tariffs which had to be faced when exporting to Europe. By 

establishing factories in both France and Germany this extra 

additional cost could be avoided. Production from this plant 

commenced in 1900. However, under the terms of the Treaty 

of Versailles they were not recoverable and so were retained 

by Germany. Although they were paid some compensation, 

the directors refused when invited to renew their connection 

with Germany. The reason being that the proposal put to them 

debarred them from having technical and financial control of 

a concern which they had created themselves! 

This was the position John Nairn found existed at the end of 

the war. Some markets had been damaged and some markets 

had been lost both at home and abroad. “In the exigencies of 

war, this had been inevitable: and now that the trades routes 

of the world were beginning to open once more, it was 

necessary to step up production as soon as possible to supply 

the needs of old customers and to enter new markets where 

it was certain that there would be vigorous competition.” (The 

Nairns of Kirkcaldy.) The death of John Nairn, on the 12th 
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March 1928, brought to an end the last direct link with the 

firm’s founder. 

We find in the Fife Free Press of the 17th March 1928 a small 

and very simple obituary notice and a short account of his life 

and death.  

These tend to support the view that he was a quiet and retiring 

man who disliked the glare of publicity. Quite simply, the 

extent of his generosity will never be known as it had always 

been his pleasure to “do good by stealth.” That said, the gifts 

which are known can only be described as substantial, 

magnificent and generous. The most obvious being the Art 

Gallery and Museum which he provided as a completion to the 

town’s War Memorial which was opened in 1925. No sooner 

was this completed than, again at his own cost, he added the 

new Public Library which included a Reference Department, 

Reading Room, Children’s 

Library Room and a 

Photographic Section. If 

that in itself was not 

sufficient, he gave to the 

Art Gallery a selection of 

paintings, from his own 

fine collection, which had 

hung in his home at Forth Park. Some years after his death his 

daughter, Mrs Wemyss Honeyman, gifted his home to the 

Corporation as a maternity hospital. 
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The press article itself was modest, probably for the reasons 

outlined above. The headline was “Death of Kirkcaldy 

Benefactor”:-  

“In the death of Mr John Nairn, Forth Park, which occurred on 

Monday night, there has passed away one of Kirkcaldy’s 

foremost citizens and greatest benefactors. Mr Nairn was 

senior member of the firm of Michael Nairn and Company 

Limited, linoleum manufacturers, but recently, on account of 

failing health, he had ceased to take an active part in the firm’s 

affairs. Born almost seventy-eight years ago, he was a son of 

the linoleum industry in Kirkcaldy. 

Since his youth and especially after the death of his father he, 

along with his brother, the late Sir Michael B. Nairn, helped in 

securing for the firm an important position in the trade.  

On the death of his brother he became Chairman of the 

Company and held that position for several years. 

Although not a public man, Mr Nairn showed much interest in 

all that pertained to the welfare of his native town. To many 

deserving causes he extended generous help. 
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One of his greatest 

public gifts was that of 

the Museum and Art 

Gallery which he 

presented to the town a 

few years ago and 

another is in the course 

of completion in the 

public library adjoining the museum, these together 

representing a sum of over £80,000. 

Mr Nairn was predeceased by Mrs Nairn several months ago. 

Their only son, Captain Ian Nairn, died during the war while 

serving with the Fife and Forfar Yeomanry. There are three 

daughters.  

The obsequies on Tuesday were of a private nature.” 
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Sir Michael Nairn 

Sir Michael Nairn was born on the 

19th February 1874. He married Mildred 

Margaret Neish in 1901.The couple had five 

children, of which four were daughters. 

Their son, Michael G. Nairn, was born on 

the 30th January 1911. The Fife Free Press 

of the 27th September 1952 carried a large headline, 

“Kirkcaldy’s Greatest Benefactor,” with strap lines of 

“Death of Sir Michael Nairn, Bart.” – “A Lifetime of Service.”:- 

“It is with very deep regret that we record the death of Sir 

Michael Nairn. Bart., at his residence Elie House, Elie, on 

Wednesday morning, 

after an illness lasting 

two months. By his 

death, Kirkcaldy has lost 

her greatest benefactor, 

for during his long life – 

he was seventy-eight 

years of age when he 

died – Sir Michael was ever willing to assist the needy, and as 

long as there is a Kirkcaldy General Hospital, his memory will 

be held dear. 

Of a quiet unassuming nature, Sir Michael Nairn was, 

nevertheless, an astute businessman, and during the 57 years 

he served the firm founded by his grandfather, he helped it to 
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expand until, at the time of his death, Michael Nairn & Co Ltd. 

was known throughout the globe as one of the leading 

manufacturers of linoleum. He was a just man and he was held 

in esteem by thousands of workers. His passing is a personal 

loss to all with whom he came in contact. 

 His benefactions to his native town – he was born at 

St.Mary’s, Kirkcaldy on the 19th February 1874 - were very 

numerous. He gifted Ravenscraig Park to the town in 1929, a 

gift really appreciated by the residents in the Third and Fourth 

Wards in particular, he subscribed generously to all deserving 

local charities and the greatest of these charities was Kirkcaldy 

General Hospital, founded by his father, the first baronet, in 

1889. During the years he was actively associated with the 

Hospital he ensured the healing equipment was always 

maintained and those who required succour never cried in 

vain. 

Even after the nationalisation of the Health Services, the 

Hospital was still one of his main interests and he fought hard 

to get the new authorities to build a 500-bedded hospital on 

land that he had reserved for that purpose at Ravenscraig 

Park. 

His services to Kirkcaldy were recognised in 1945, when, along 

with the late Joseph Westwood. M.P., Secretary of State for 

Scotland, he was made a Burgess of the Royal Burgh. He is 

survived by one son and four married daughters”. 
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Sir Michael will be cremated. A 

service will be held in St. 

Brycedale Church, Kirkcaldy, on 

Monday at two o’clock and 

afterwards the casket will be 

interred privately at Monimail. 

The service in St. Brycedale was 

conducted by the Rev. K. D. M. Dow of Elie, with whose Church 

Sir Michael had a long connection, and the Rev. W. McCraw of 

Monimail Church. 

In the large congregation, which attended the public service, 

mourners from Sir Michael’s family circle were joined by 

directors, office staff and work’s employees, by members and 

officials of Kirkcaldy Corporation, by representatives of many 

organisations in which Sir Michael maintained an unfailing 

interest, and by representatives of industry and commerce. 

The casket rested on a purple-draped dais which stood in front 

of the communion table. Behind it rose a bank of wreaths from 

his family and relatives. On the font and beside the lectern on 

either side of the dais were floral decorations of white gladioli, 

chrysanthemums, dahlias and michaelmas daisies. 

Following the service, the casket containing the ashes of Sir 

Michael was borne from the Church to the shooting brake in 

which he used to drive regularly from his home to his Kirkcaldy 

office. The casket, surrounded by wreaths was accompanied 

by Mr Alex McLeod, estate factor and the brake was driven by 
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Sir Michael’s chauffeur. Members of the family and principal 

mourners followed the brake in the funeral procession to 

Monimail where internment took place privately. 

                  A Man Best Remembered for Charity 

A man of so many interests, it is difficult to understand how 

he managed to find time for all the claims made upon him. He 

leaves behind him a rich heritage of service to industry, but he 

will be best remembered in Fife, not as the linoleum magnate 

who gave employment to thousands, but as the good Christian 

gentleman who sought to use his power, influence and wealth 

for the benefit of the needy. 

Above the entrance to Kirkcaldy 

Hospital are carved these words:- 

“I was sick and ye visited me”. 

These words were inscribed on the 

building at the time of its erection 

in 1889, when the first baronet, Sir 

Michael B. Nairn, father of Sir 

Michael, presented the Cottage 

Hospital to the town. Another 

extension had been planned and as already mentioned Sir 

Michael had not lived to see its completion. It was almost a 

year to the day of his death, that the extension was opened by 

his son Sir Michael Nairn, the new Baronet. 
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It was on Wednesday the 

15th November 1916 that 

the opening ceremony 

took place in the large 

new ward. Over the 

fireplace had been fixed a 

brass plate with the 

inscription:-  

“Father’s Ward” Erected to his Memory A.D. 1915.  

Sir Michael Nairn performed the ceremony and commenced 

by remarking that it was 26 years to the day since the original 

hospital was opened. He went on the say that in its first year 

there were 71 cases admitted and by 1914, that figure had 

risen to 565. The available beds had once again been doubled 

to now give forty beds together with two private wards, along 

with adequate accommodation for the nurses and staff. Sir 

Michael paid tribute to the Matron, Miss Gemmell, who had 

ensured that all through the building programme, the building 

and wards remained spick and span. He paid tribute to his 

father and was sorry that he had not lived to see the fulfilment 

of his labours. He made mention of his father’s wish to have 

the two circular wards named after his parents. It had been 

felt appropriate that the other two wards should be named 

the “Michael Ward” and the “Emily Ward” after his own father 

and mother. Sir Michael went on to say that it had been the 

intention that his mother should have performed the 
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ceremony, but her health did not permit this. However he had 

the golden key which the architects, Gillespie and Scott, had 

intended to present to her. It carried the inscription 

“Presented to the Dowager Lady Nairn to commemorate the 

extension of Kirkcaldy Hospital, 15th November. 1916.”   Sir 

Michael had been looking at the list of individuals present at 

both the opening and also the first extension. He mused on 

how many were no longer alive and made special mention of 

the architect, James Gillespie, who along with his father had 

designed and planned the hospital. Sir Michael paid due 

tribute to the work of the contractors. He did not wish to 

mention any by name as he believed they had all done a 

magnificent job. He did however single out Mr Laing the Clerk 

of Works, for his conscientious and painstaking work. 

Provost Lockhart spoke of the magnificent gestures which had 

over the last quarter of a century provided Kirkcaldy with such 

a high quality hospital. He also spoke of the disappointment 

that the donor had not lived to see this day. He also mentioned 

that the Nairn family gave a lead in the war effort. Every 

member of the family who were of military age, voluntarily 

and willingly gave himself to the nation in this great crisis. 

The Provost concluded with “he had great pleasure in 

accepting this noble building, and he could assure Sir Michael 

in the name of the Corporation and inhabitants, that is was 

impossible to express their gratitude and appreciation for this 

generous gift.” 
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Sir Michael was then presented with a silver rose bowl from 

the contractors by a Mr Barnet. The contractors had felt that 

Sir Michael had picked up the ‘mantle’ of his father in their 

dealings with him – “he was considered courteous, 

appreciative and interested”. 

 At the conclusion Mrs Black of St. Mary’s provided afternoon 

tea- the cups for which were loaned free of charge by 

Graham’s China Shop! The golden Key was the work of 

Hamilton and Inches of Edinburgh. 

   Sir Michael Nairn, like his father, never forgot the sick and 

his visits to Kirkcaldy Hospital were frequent. Perhaps he did 

not always visit the individual patients, for he knew them not 

by name, but his frequent visits did ensure that all who 

entered that institution were certain of the best medical 

service that could be provided. He gave lavishly of his time and 

money to improve the hospital facilities available and on many 

an occasion his personal financial contributions ensured that 

some piece of equipment was provided, although funds were 

not available for the project. The nursing staff remember with 

gratitude the Nurses’ Home he provided in 1926. at a cost of 

£20.000. 

Readers will remember that a few years ago, at his own 

expense, he had his architect prepare plans for a new hospital 

adjoining the present buildings. He had always had the idea of 

a new hospital in mind and he had reserved a portion of 

Ravenscraig Park for this project. The plans prepared were the 
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outcome of much investigation into the most modern trends 

in hospital design and every type of illness was catered for 

within its portals. He placed the plans before the Hospital 

Board, and senior officials examined the suggested layout. 

While little fault could be found in the broad picture and the 

facilities which could be provided, the majority of the Board 

favoured a new hospital at Cameron Bridge. 

It was a sad disappointment to Sir Michael that his hopes that 

Kirkcaldy would become the centre of medicine for East Fife 

were thwarted for he had given long and careful thought to 

the suggestion, a suggestion which would have met with the 

warm-hearted approval of the majority of Langtonians. 

His interest in the afflicted was not confined to those who 

required the services of Kirkcaldy Hospital. The blind always 

received the sympathetic support of Sir Michael Nairn and for 

long periods he was chairman for the Fife Society for the 

Teaching of the Blind. He shared this love of service with Lady 

Nairn, for she was president until nationalisation of the Dysart 

Victoria Nursing Association. 

Sir Michael and Lady Nairn were patrons of all deserving 

causes in the town and district and in time of real need were 

generous donors. 
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The most munificent gift to the Town was in 1929, when he 

presented the policies of Dysart House to the Corporation. The 

Town Council wished to name the park ‘Nairn Park’ in honour 

of the donor, but Sir Michael’s modesty rebelled against this 

and it was at his request the new park skirting the shores of 

the Firth of Forth was named Ravenscraig Park. During the 

past twenty-two years it has 

brought joy to the 

townspeople and is an 

excellent centre of 

recreation for old and young 

alike. The beautiful 

woodland walks, the lovely 

paths at the top of the cliffs and the fine open space of Three 

Trees Park have given pleasure to all who have beheld them. 

 The Dysart Estate which amounted to 26 acres was handed 

over to the Corporation on Saturday the 29th June 1929. The 

Fife Free Press was in attendance and the following Saturday, 

the 6th July, saw a comprehensive report which included 

photographs. 

“Fortune, in the form of glorious sunny weather conditions, 

smiled on the opening ceremony in connection with 

“Ravenscraig Park,” which ceased to be Dysart Grounds on 

Saturday and passed into the hands of the Town Council under 

the new title. No better day could have been desired, and it 

was only to be expected that the public would turn out in large 
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numbers to view a simple ceremony, which, however 

conveyed a great gift to the community. 

Thousands congregated at the West 

Lodge where the ceremony took place, 

and the pipe and silver bands of the 4th 

Kirkcaldy Coy. of the Boy’s Brigade 

marched to the Lodge gate in quick 

succession, and were lined up on either 

side of the entrance. 

The Provost, Mr Wm. L. Macindoe 

(Town Clerk), and the Magistrates and 

Council arrived by motor car, and were 

greeted by Sir Michael and Lady Nairn 

along with their son, Michael. 

In handing over a golden key 

to Lady Nairn, who performed 

the opening ceremony, 

Provost Kilgour said he could 

with some assurance say that 

that day would be a bright one 

– a shining one- in the history 

of Kirkcaldy.  

For many years in Kirkcaldy they had been indebted to the 

Nairn family for all their generosity. Time and again they had 

shown their goodwill towards the people of Kirkcaldy in 

numerous ways. Those who had been privileged, as he had 
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been, to know more about these things than the general 

public, freely acknowledged the unobtrusive way in which Sir 

Michael Nairn and his family had contributed to the many 

objects which were constantly brought before them. 

Occasionally, such as in the present case and in many other 

cases, their munificence had obtruded itself before the public 

eye, but in many instances such had not been the case. They 

had preferred to shelter themselves under anonymity, and 

preferred to be modest givers instead of showing themselves 

to the public as they might well have done. 

It was his duty and privilege on this occasion, as Lady Nairn 

was to perform the opening ceremony and declare the park 

open for public purposes, to hand over to her a memento of 

the occasion. The Provost accordingly handed over the golden 

key surmounted with the coats of arms of Kirkcaldy and the 

Nairn family. He hoped it would prove a memento of a 

memorable occasion, and by looking at it and reflecting on it 

she would see the many hours of pleasure and enjoyment 

which would be the outcome of the gift which she and her 

husband had made to the inhabitants of Kirkcaldy. He 

expressed the wish that she, her husband and family would be 

long spared to enjoy happiness and prosperity in the new 

home to which they had gone. 
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After Lady Nairn had formally opened the gate, the official 

party passed through, followed by members of the general 

public, to a part just inside the gate, where Sir Michael Nairn 

planted a turkey oak tree, 

with a silver  presented by the 

Provost. 

In presenting Sir Michael with 

the spade, the Provost said 

that he hoped it would prove 

a suitable memento of a 

memorable occasion. 

A prayer of dedication was 

offered by the Rev. Evelyn Gall, 

B.D., Kirkcaldy Parish Church, 

and after the bands had played  “God Save the King,” the party 

drove through the grounds and then returned to the Town 

House. 

The general public were not slow to avail themselves of the 

new facility, and right on to a late hour at night, the policies 

were viewed by a considerable number of people. 

The two bands of the Boy’s Brigade rendered selections during 

the course of the day. 
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On the following day the ideal weather conditions continued, 

and again the grounds proved a popular rendezvous. Large 

numbers passed through during the day and evening, and the 

“Ravenscraig Park” had as auspicious a send-off as anyone 

could desire. The new park is certainly going to prove very 

popular and a decided boon to the 

community. 

By coincidence on the afternoon the park 

was opened, Bailie Duncan commented on 

the coincidence that, that day, he was 

presenting the bowling trophy which Sir 

Michael’s father had presented some years 

before. 

 

A devout Churchman, when he resided at Dysart House, Sir 

Michael was for many years an elder of St Serf’s U.F. Church, 

and on his going to reside at Elie House, he was a strong 

supporter of Elie Parish Church. 

Kirkcaldy Choral Union found in him an enthusiast and he was 

honourary president for many years. He was a vice-president 

and later president of the London-Fife Association, and for 

many years he was a trustee of Kirkcaldy and District Savings 

Bank. The Y.M.C.A., the Scouts, Guides, Boy’s Brigade, the Air 

Training Corps, Sea Cadets and the R.S.S.P.C.C. also claimed his 

interest. He was honourary president of the Kirkcaldy and 
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District Horticultural Society from its inception in 1923 until his 

death. 

He was Captain of the Dysart Volunteer Coy. during the First 

World War. Sir Michael was hon. President of Dysart Bowling 

Club. 

Before leaving Sir Michael, we refer to the Fife Free Press of 

Saturday the 27th December 1952:- 

 ‘The Fife Mission to the 

Deaf and Dumb’ 

celebrated the semi-

jubilee of the opening of 

their premises in St. 

Brycedale Avenue the 

previous Saturday. In the absence of the chairman of directors, 

Brigadier W.C. Gordon Black, the chair was occupied by 

Provost James Young.” The celebration was a tad late – the 

building was opened in 1926!  

However as J. Harley Hepburn (former treasurer, secretary 

and a current director) mentioned in his speech “better late 

than never”. He then went on to the important point. “As you 

are all aware this building in St. Brycedale Avenue was gifted 

by the daughters of the first baronet, the late Sir Michael 

Nairn, who had always shown a very keen interest in the 

welfare of the deaf and dumb. This was a handsome gift 

indeed, and it is through the generosity of the Nairn family 
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that you have been able to carry out all your social activities of 

the last 25 years in the utmost comfort.” 

The last words on Sir Michael can be safely left to Provost 

Wilson when speaking at the presentation of the “Freedom of 

the Burgh” to Sir Michael in 1946. After speaking about the 

growth of the firm and the part played by Sir Michael he went 

on to say “we however claim an appreciation of him which is 

much more intimate and personal to Kirkcaldy and its citizens. 

It is difficult to imagine what would have been the position of 

Kirkcaldy had the conception of making linoleum not 

germinated in the brain of Sir Michael’s ancestors. The 

prosperity of Kirkcaldy has been co-existent with the 

prosperity of Nairn’s - the former to a large extent dependent 

on the latter. 

Nairn’s provides work for a substantial part of the citizens and 

work means food and clothes and houses and health and 

comfort. Kirkcaldy is under a heavy obligation to our newest 

burgess. We recognise in him as the leader of the firm’s 

activities – his foresight, industry, ability and enthusiasm on its 

success and prosperity”. 
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Sir Robert Spencer-Nairn 

When Sir Michael Nairn retired 

from the chair in the January of 

1952, he little knew that he would 

not see the year out. He was 

succeeded as chairman by his 

brother, Robert Spencer-Nairn, 

who was born on the 11th July 1880 

and married Clara Kathleen Smith 

in 1906. The couple had six 

children, the first three being boys 

followed by three girls. Interestingly, the youngest child Adela 

only passed away in 2012. He had worked in close 

collaboration with both his father and brother in taking the 

major decisions which led to the continued growth and 

development of the firm. It is perhaps the lot of the second 

son that he did not reach this pinnacle until aged 72. 

He fought in the First World War, rising to the rank of Major in 

the Fife and Forfar Yeomanry and won the Territorial 

Decoration. 

In 1928, he both took his mother’s maiden name as an 

additional surname and was also knighted. 

The Fife Free Press of the 7th January 1928 offers some details 

of the man and his activities:- “The greatest satisfaction is 

expressed throughout Fife at the announcement that, in the 
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New Year’s Honours List, a Knighthood has been conferred 

upon Robert Spencer-Nairn of Leslie House. 

An all-round public man and sportsman, Sir Robert has many 

activities outwith his business. He takes a deep interest in the 

West Fife Unionist Association and is president of that body. 

For many years he has represented Cupar Monimail Division 

of the County Council and attends well to all the business that 

comes before the Council and also the Cupar District 

Committee. In agricultural affairs, as is well known, Sir Robert 

takes a deep and practical interest and the Fife Agricultural 

Society, of which he is a vice president and a former president, 

and Kinglassie Agricultural Society, of which he is president, 

has in him a good friend. 

The beautiful and extensive policies of Leslie House are 

frequently the scene of happy gatherings on behalf of all good 

causes and on such occasions both Sir Robert and Lady 

Spencer-Nairn have proved themselves generous givers. Both 

are interested in all charitable and other work carried on for 

the welfare of Leslie and district”. 
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Nothing however can compare with the generosity of Sir 

Robert when he gifted his home in Leslie to the Church of 

Scotland as an Eventide 

Home. A strong 

churchman, the property 

was given for the benefit 

of those living inside the 

boundaries of Kirkcaldy 

presbytery. Sir Robert had 

purchased Leslie House 

and its grounds in 1919 and gifted it in 1952. Significant work 

had to be carried out but by any standard this was a majestic 

gift which opened as an Eventide Home in 1956. 

When he realised that Glenrothes and its tentacles would soon 

be at his doorstep, Sir Robert had purchased Over Rankeilour 

Estate, near Springfield, which became his home.   

As previously mentioned he had been created a baronet in 

1933. This meant that from 1933, until Michael’s death in 

1952, the brothers were both baronets.   Sir Robert died in 

1960, having retired in 1957. 
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Sir M. George Nairn 

On the retiral of Sir 

Robert Spencer-Nairn, 

he was succeeded to 

the chair by his nephew, 

Michael George Nairn, 

who usually went by his 

middle name George. 

He was born on the 

30th January 1911. He 

married Helen Bruce in 

1936 and the couple 

had two sons, Michael and Charles. He died on the 

2nd September 1984.The following is taken from Nairn 

World of October 1984:- 

“It is with the greatest regret that we have to record the death 

of Sir George Nairn, who died last month at his home in 

Pitcarmick, near Blairgowrie, Perthshire. He was 73. 

Sir George, who was a leading figure in the floor-covering 

industry for many years, was the great grandson of Michael 

Nairn, who, in 1847, founded the company that bore his name. 

He was intimately connected with the family business from 

the time he started his career in 1930 in the company’s French 

subsidiary Compagnie Francaise du Linoleum Nairn. 
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Having gained experience there and elsewhere he joined the 

company in Kirkcaldy in 1932 and was appointed a director in 

1936. 

A major in the Black Watch in the 

Second World War, he was wounded at 

Dunkirk where he lost his left eye. 

On his father’s death in 1952, Sir George 

became managing director of Michael 

Nairn & Company and chairman in 

1957. 

As such he played a leading role in the 

negotiations which led to the merger in 

1963 of Nairn and Jas. Williamson & 

Son, Lancaster. 

He was the first chairman of Nairn Williamson (Holdings). He 

relinquished that position in 1970 when he retired, but served 

as a director for a further five years. 

Sir George had a deep personal interest in Nairns and the 

welfare of its employees. He was also greatly involved in local 

public work and many organisations derived much benefit 

from his experience and advice. 

He is survived by his wife and sons, Michael, the new baronet, 

and Charles”. 
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Most of the good works done by this gentleman appear to 

have gone under the radar. He was certainly not one for 

ensuring his work reached the public eyes and ears. He was 

intimately connected with the Fife Society for the Blind, 

serving as chairman for many years and then as president. He 

was also chairman of Kirkcaldy and District Trustee Savings 

Bank for a number of years. Playing a part in both of these 

institutions was almost family tradition. Sir George was a 

Deputy Lieutenant of the County and a J.P. 

                                      Final Snippets 

Two other items are worthy of note. The first is rather unusual 

as it is a collaboration between Sir Michael and Sir Robert. It 

relates to Sailor’s Walk, Kirkcaldy’s oldest building. Prior to the 

Second World War it was in a poor condition and plans were 

drawn up for its restoration. Work commenced in 1938 but the 

war intervened and the work, apart from renovation of the 

exterior, was never completed. During the war years the 

building was an unfortunate victim of a certain amount of 

vandalism, but the intention to preserve this link with 

Kirkcaldy’s past was never forgotten. Now, seven years after 

the cessation of the war, Messrs William Williamson and 

Hubbard, the local architects who were in charge of the 

original project, have more or less completed the restoration 

and preservation of the property. 

Most of the money for this work has been generously donated 

by Sir Michael Nairn and Sir Robert Spencer-Nairn, the 
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remainder being provided by the National Trust for Scotland 

who are to take over the building on completion. 

Finally, we can offer a bit of humour when we discuss Michael 

Barker Nairn’s third daughter, Emily Frances. The present 

4th baronet, Sir Michael Nairn, who has been of immense help 

to us, tells an amusing tale. As a child he recollects visiting his 

great aunt who was living in splendid isolation at Rankeilour. 

Her companion was a parrot who was starting to lose his 

feathers. Believe it or not, despite failing eyesight, the good 

lady knitted a coat for the bird. The lady clearly had been 

endowed with her father’s sense of philanthropy! 

                                      Epilogue 

We have looked at the founder of the company, his ambition 

and his single-mindedness. Without question, it was his 

confidence in his own ability which led to the change of 

direction to the manufacture of floor coverings and the 

building of the new factory. There can be little doubt that his 

efforts and the energy expended led to an early grave. 

It was always possible that on the death of her husband, 

Catherine Ingram/Nairn could well have called a halt to the 

enterprise. This probably was the most pivotal point in the 

company’s history. It is to the very great credit of the lady that 

she determined to continue and deserves much credit. 
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Michael Barker Nairn, 

although not in isolation, 

drove the company to new 

levels and turned a local 

industry into one of 

international renown, and 

to Michael must go the 

credit of turning on the tap 

of philanthropy. 

John Nairn succeeded his 

brother as chairman, saw 

the firm through the aftermath of the First World War and 

gave wonderful buildings to the town. 

In the next generation Michael and Robert, both with over fifty 

years service, continued to build the business, overcome 

difficulties, and again were active in the field of philanthropy. 

To Sir George fell the task of the amalgamation of his family’s 

firm into Nairn Williamson (Holdings). The end of an era? 

Philanthropy - The team were determined that no person 

above any other should be classed as the greatest benefactor. 

All played their part in enriching Kirkcaldy and the wider Fife. 

The question as to which of the many is the greatest benefit 

can never have just one answer – the school, the library, the 

museum, the park, an eventide home, the hospital, the 

maternity home, are amongst many. Even then it is impossible 

to determine just how many gifts there have been. So many 
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others are shrouded in mystery/anonymity  – it can only be 

speculation.  

All that can be said with certainty is that the family are, and 

probably will always be, Kirkcaldy’s premier benefactors. 

What drove them to this position – probably/possibly, they 

were simply just ‘Kirkcaldy boys’. 

The town is due this family a great debt of gratitude. 

 


