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 OUR AIM: ñTo collaborate with other Scottish and Celtic Groups to maintain,  

promote and advance the Scots culture and Heritage in  Australia. 
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 Elizabeth ñBetseyò Miller. She is the first woman listed in the British Registry of Tonnage as a captain. 

Perhaps the most amazing thing about Betseyôs story is its date. She became the captain of a commercial sail-

ing vessel in 1839. 

1839? Victoria was Queen of England, William Peel was Prime Minister and Martin Van Buren was President 

of the United States. The next year Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton would attend the International 

Anti-Slavery Conference in London. The possession of two X chromosomes would prevent them from serving 

as delegates. Eight years later, in 1848, they would call the first Womenôs Rights Convention in Seneca Falls, 

New York. By then, Betsy Miller had been the Captain of the Clytus and owner  and manager of a small busi-

ness for nearly 10 years. How could this happen? 

 

 

Betsey Miller was born in 1793 in Saltcoats on the Ayrshire coast of Scotland. She was one of eight children of William and Mary 

Miller. William Miller was a shipôs captain and a merchant in Ayrshire. He salvaged a French sailing ship and fitted her out for use 

as a ñcoalerò, bringing coal to Ireland and limestone back to Scotland. He always planned to have his son Hugh take over his ship 

and his business, but fate intervened when Hugh was drowned in an accident in Androssan harbor in 1837. 

Captain William continued to try to sail as Captain with Betsey beside him as a ñseamanò, but his health was poor and the compa-

nyôs debt mounted. By the time William became completely disabled the familyôs debt had risen to a hefty 700 pounds, more than 

half a million dollars in todayôs U.S. currency. 

Many thought that a male captain should be hired, but somehow Betsey convinced her family to let her take the helm. In 1839 

Betsey took over as Captain of the Clytus with an almost all male crew. Her sister Hannah served as her mate. It would prove to be 

the best decision the family could possibly have made. 

Betsey became a much-respected mariner and was renowned in many parts of the world. Far from being disdained as a woman 

she was known for her fearlessness. I quote here from Ayrhire historian Joan Biggar, 

ñIn those days, it was a custom to place lighted candles on the window sills of houses overlooking the sea. This was not for the 

romantic notion of guiding wandering sailors home ï its purpose was practical, a way of identifying the direction of the ócarrying 

windô and its strength. 

If the wind from the sea was strong enough to blow out the candle flame, the ócarryô was in the wrong direction for any sailing 

ship heading for the coast of Ireland. 

In such cases, most local captains retired to their favourite taverns and drank until the weather suited them better. Not Betsy! 

She boasted: ñI donôt wait for the carry!ò While the more cautious masters lingered in Saltcoats, waiting for the wind to change, 

they were losing trade to the sturdy Clytus, a ship that had been made from scrap wood, with a woman at the helm.ò 

One would think that the male dominated world of shipping, the strain of trying to pull her family out of debt, and the rigors of 

life on a sailing ship in the North Sea would cause Betsey to become a crude, unrefined version of her earlier feminine self. Think 

again. Betsey prided herself on being well dressed for all occasions and is said to have worn a clean, white, frilly cap every day she 

sailed on the coal ship. My favorite Betsey story has several often-repeated versions. This one is again from Joan Biggar. 

ñOn one occasion, when the ship ran into severe weather off the coast, Betsy told the crew: ñLads, Iôll gang below and put on a 

clean sark, for I wid like to be flung up on the sands kinô of decent. Irvine folks are nasty biddies.ò 

Betsey wasnôt thrown up on the shore. She lived to clear the familyôs debt and provide a good income. She retired to her house on 

Quay Street at the age of seventy turning the Clytus over to Hannah. Betsey died in 1864. Hannah continued to sail the Clytus for 

some years and died in 1890. The ship was sold and continued its runs between Ireland and Scotland until 1900. 

Hannah was the last survivor of the Miller family. I am pleased to know their story and to share it. These women who successfully 

defied all stereotypes should not be forgotten, they should be a source of inspiration for a young generation of women sailors. 

Betsey Miller 
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 During his brief lifetime, James V was a popular ruler who aimed to maintain Scot-

landôs independence and safeguard its place on the European stage. Linda Porter de-

scribes his reign and the fraught relationship between the young king and his English 

uncle, Henry VIII. 

In November 1531 Henry VIII issued a herald, Thomas Hawley, with the following 

instruction prior to a meeting with his elder sister, Margaret Tudor, Queen of Scots: 

óYou are to remind her of her sonôs possibility of succession of the Crown of Eng-

land.ô As Henry was still in the throes of trying to obtain a divorce from Katherine of 

Aragon, this acknowledgement that he had a nephew who could succeed him is re-

vealing of his frame of mind at the time. It also opens a window on a little-known as-

pect of Henryôs personality and his largely ineffective policy towards Scotland. Enmeshed in this was a prolonged 

rivalry with Margaret, whose struggles to retain power in Scotland throughout her sonôs troubled minority Henry 

had not only failed to support, but actively undermined. It must have cost him something even to admit that James 

V (r. 1513-42) had the best claim of any male relative to the English throne. This was not the solution to the dynas-

tic crisis that he sought, yet it could not be entirely ignored. Though Margaret welcomed this recognition of her 

sonôs wider prospects, she knew that it might amount to nothing. It did, though a considerable rivalry between uncle 

and nephew developed later in the 1530s. 

King James V of Scotland 

The Puritan War on Christmas 1642-60 

'Trappings of popery and rags of the beast'. Mince-pies, mummers, holly and church services all fell victim to a deter-

mined Puritan attempt to stamp out the celebration of Christmas under the Commonwealth.  

During the seventeenth century, as now, Christmas was one of the most important dates in the calendar, both as a 

religious festival and as an important holiday period during which English men and women indulged in a range of 

traditional pastimes. During the twelve days of a seventeenth-century Christmas, churches and other buildings were 

decorated with rosemary and bays, holly and ivy; Christmas Day church services were widely attended, gifts were 

exchanged at New Year, and Christmas boxes were distributed to servants, tradesmen and the poor; great quantities 

of brawn, roast beef, 'plum-pottage', minced pies and special Christmas ale were consumed, and the populace in-

dulged themselves in dancing, singing, card games and stage-plays.  

Such long-cherished activities necessarily often led to drunkenness, promiscuity and other forms of excess. In fact 

the concept of 'misrule', or a ritualised reversal of traditional social norms, was an important element of Christmas, 

and has been viewed by historians as a useful safety-valve for the tensions within English society. It was precisely 

this face of Christmas, however, that the Puritans of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England found so objec-

tionable.   

In addition to this association with immorality and the concept of misrule, another of the central objections to the 

feast for the stricter English Protestants between 1560 and 1640 was its popularity among the papist recusant com-

munity. Within the late medieval Catholic church, Christmas had taken a subordinate position in the liturgical cal-

endar to Easter. Its importance, however, had been growing and was further enhanced by the religious conflicts of 

the sixteenth century, for whereas,  the more extreme Protestants had little time for Christ's 'holy family', reformed 

Catholicism laid great stress on this area. The Tridentine emphasis on devotions to the Virgin Mary in particular 

elevated the status of the feast during which she was portrayed as a paragon of motherhood.  

The celebration of Christmas thus became just one facet of a deep religious cleavage within early seventeenth-

century England which, by the middle of the century, was to lead to the breakdown of government, civil war and 

revolution. When the Puritans took control of government in the mid-1640s they made a concerted effort to abolish 

the Christian festival of Christmas and to outlaw the customs associated with it but the attempt foundered on the 

deep-rooted popular attachment to these mid-winter rites.  
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¶ How many Englishmen does it take to batter down a castle gate?10,000, 100 to hold the ram and 9,900 to 
move the castle back and forth. 

¶ Caller to BT Directory Enquiries:  "I want a knitwear company in Woven"Operator:  "Woven?  Are you sure?

Caller:  "Yes, That's what it says on the label. Woven in Scotland." 
¶ Little boy called Jamie asked father, called Wallace, "what will my name be when I grow up?" Father said "Jamie 
of course". Little Jamie said "do you mean to say I will have a little boy's name when I'm a grown up man?" 

¶ rudeness - someone who keeps talking while your are trying to interruptΦ 
¶ Lady, at pedestrian crossing, waiting to cross the road saw the little Green Man and heard the audible sound so 
duly crossed over to the other pavement. An American visitor asked what was the purpose of the audible sound. 
On being told it was for blind people said, 'Oh, we don't let them drive in America' !! 

¶ The Scots have an infallible cure for sea-sickness. They lean over the side of the ship with a ten pence coin in 

their teeth." 
¶ "In some Scottish restaurants they heat the knives so you can't use too much butter." 
¶ McTavish broke the habit of a lifetime and bought two tickets for a raffle. One of his tickets won a 1,000 pound 
prize. He was asked how he felt about his big win. "Disappointed" said McTavish. "My other ticket didn't win any-
thing" 

¶ McDougal walked into a fish and chip shop. "I want 10 pence worth of chips, please. I want lots of salt and vinegar 
on them and two pence worth of pickled onions. And wrap the whole lot in today's newspaper". 

¶ You should be careful about stereotyping the Scots as mean. There was a recent letter to a newspaper from an 
Aberdonian which said "If you print any more jokes about mean Scotsmen I shall stop borrowing your paper." 

¶ Have you heard the rumour that the Grand Canyon was started by a Scotsman who lost a coin in a ditch? 
¶ As a Christmas present one year, the Laird gave his gamekeeper, MacPhail, a deerstalker hat with ear-flaps. Mac-

Phail was most appreciative and always wore it with the flaps tied under his chin to keep his ears warm in the win-
ter winds. One cold, windy day the Laird noticed he was not wearing the hat. "Where's the hat?" asked the 
Laird. "I've given up wearing it since the accident," replied MacPhail. "Accident? I didn't know you'd had an acci-
dent." "Yes. A man offered me a nip of whisky and I had the earflaps down and never heard him." 

¶ Scotsmen hate to see waste, no matter where it is. So when Jock saw the Niagara Falls for the first time he said it 
was a waste of water - and a plumber in Dundee could fix them in half an hour. 

¶ A Scottish prayer - "Oh Lord, we do not ask you to give us wealth. But show us where it is!" 

¶ When a bus company was prevailed upon to increase the concessionary fare to frequent travellers so that they got 
six journeys instead of four for a pound, one elderly gentleman, renowned for his frugality, even in a community 
where frugal folk are common, was still unhappy. "It's all dam' foolishness," he declared. "Now we've got to walk to 
town six times instead of four times to save a pound!" 

¶ Did you hear about the Scotsman who got caught making nuisance telephone calls? He kept reversing the charges. 
¶ McNab had become a bit hard of hearing but he didn't want to pay for a hearing aid. So bought a piece of flex, put 
one end in his top pocket and the other end in his ear. It didn't help his hearing but he found that people spoke to 
him more loudly. 

¶ McTavish took his girlfriend out for the evening. They returned to her flat just before midnight and as she kissed him 
goodnight she said: "Be careful on your way home. I'd hate anyone to rob you of all the money you've saved this 
evening." 

¶ By mistake, Sandy put a 50 pence coin instead of 5 pence on the collection plate at church. Despite his entreaties, 
the minister refused to give it back to him. So for the next nine weeks, when the plate was passed round, he 
passed it on saying "Season ticket." 

¶ "Sandy suggested a candlelit dinner last night" Jessie reported to her friend the next day. "That was dead romantic" 
said her friend. "Not really. It just saved him having to fix the fuse." 

¶ Jock asked the bus conductor how much it would cost to travel into town. "80 pence" said the conductor. Jock 
thought this was a bit steep so he decided to run after the bus for a few stops. "How much now?" he asked. "Still 80 
pence". Jock ran after the bus for another three stops and, panting, he asked "How much now?" The conductor 
replied "90 pence. You're running in the wrong direction!" 

¶ MacDonald was awarded 10,000 pounds for injuries received after a traffic accident and his wife got 2,000 pounds. 
A friend asked how badly injured his wife had been in the accident. MacDonald replied "Och, she wasn't injured but 
I had the presence of mind to kick her in the leg before the police arrived." 

¶ Sign at a Scottish golf course: "Members will refrain from picking up lost balls until they have stopped rolling." 
¶ Why are so many Scottish churches circular? So nobody can hide in the corners during the collection. 
¶ Letter to the editor: "Sir, if you print any more jokes about Scotsmen I shall cease borrowing your newspaper. 
¶ Jock McTavish." A Scotsman decided to get married so one morning he sent messages to three of his girlfriends, 
proposing marriage. Two phoned immediately to say "yes' while the third phoned that night to say the same. He 
married the third girl saying, "The lass for me is the one who waits for the cheap rates." 
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