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Overview 

The title of James Hoggôs great novel, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, is a bit of 

a mouthful, so we abbreviate it to ôJustified Sinnerô. Of course, you can enjoy Hoggôs novel without us 

imposing imagery on you, but maybe youôre interested in the sort of landscapes in which Hogg chose to 

locate the events in the novel. Hoggôs style is to mix fact and fiction and although he is deliberately 

ambiguous about people, dates and events, he is often very specific about geography, mostly using actual, 

rather than fictitious, place names. Where he does use a fictitious place name, he provides enough clues for 

us to be fairly sure where he had in mind. These web pages provide maps and photographs to show where 

these places are and what some of those landscapes look like now. Occasionally, we throw in an old print to 

give you an idea of what a place looked like at the time of the Justified Sinner, i.e. the late seventeenth and 

early eighteenth centuries. We also provide directions and other useful information to help you plan some 

walks and other trips to explore the places we describe, since some of them are óoff the beaten trackô, yet 

well worth a visit.  We urge you to get your hiking boots on and take a walk in the footsteps of the Justified 

Sinner. 

Acknowledgements 

We have been assisted by several people in doing the research for this document, especially Iain MacNair 

(the Archivist for St Mungoôs Cathedral), Joanna Sworn of Toronto and Eystein Thanisch of the University 

of Edinburgh. We are particularly grateful to Marguerite Nesling of the University of Stirling for huge 

improvements in quality and for keeping our prejudices in check.  

 

However, we take full responsibility  for errors, poor taste and pathetic attempts at humour. So please contact 

us if you have any complaints or suggestions. Peterôs email address is pt@cs.uta.fi 

Which Edition of the Novel? 

There are several editions of Justified Sinner currently in print. We picked the edition with the most 

background information. The publication details are as follows: 

 

James Hogg, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, ed. Peter Garside (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2002). 

In Case you Havenôt Read the Novel 

If you have not read Justified Sinner, donôt expect us to give you a plot outline. (We wouldnôt dare, so try 

www.wikipedia.org instead.) However, for each location, we state briefly what has brought the plot of the 

novel there. So if you havenôt read the novel, you can have fun trying to figure out what on earth is going on. 

However, our remarks about Justified Sinner will make little sense unless you know something about its 
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structure. óRobert Wringhimô is the name of the character in the novel who is the justified sinner of the title. 

In the novel, Robert is the author of the Memoirs and Confessions, the manuscript which is buried with 

Robert after he committed suicide in 1712 when he was in his mid-twenties. We shall refer to this section of 

the novel as óRobertôs Manuscriptô. In the novel, Robertôs Manuscript remained buried for more than 110 

years and was discovered by another character in the novel who is not given a name by Hogg, but who we 

refer to as óthe Editorô. In the novel, The Editor does some research on Robertôs Manuscript and then 

produces his own narrative account, which we shall refer to as The Editorôs Narrative.  
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The Editorôs Trip to Ettrick: Fall Law and Cowanôs Croft 

  

James Hogg cleverly stirred up pre-publication public interest in Justified Sinner. He did not use his own 

name as the author of Justified Sinner, making it appear to be the work of an anonymous Editor. In August, 

1823 (the year before Justified Sinner came out) Hogg published a letter in Blackwoodôs Magazine (at the 

time a major literary magazine) describing how a suicideôs grave had been dug up by two young men who 

were on the hills digging peat. Part of James Hoggôs letter to Blackwoodôs Magazine is as follows: 

 
On the top of a wild height called Cowanôs-Croft, where the lands of three proprietors meet 

all at one point, there has been for long and many years the grave of a suicide marked out 

by a stone standing at the head and another at the feet. Often have I stood musing over it 

myself, when a shepherd on one of the farms, of which it formed the extreme boundary, and 

thinking what could induce a young man, who had scarcely reached the prime of life, to 

brave his Maker, and rush into His presence by an act of his own erring hand. 

 

(Justified Sinner, pp. 165ï6) 

 
 

 
Figure 1 óa wild height called Cowanôs-Croftô: the view from Cowanôs Croft to the south-west 
 

At the time, the reading public was greatly excited by this sort of thing. Napoleon had brought mummies 

back from Egypt, Frankenstein had been published in 1818 and the idea of digging up dead bodies, physical 

resurrection, , etc. was all the rage. In Justified Sinner, the Editor tells us that he read Hoggôs letter in 

Blackwoodôs Magazine (the above extract from the letter is reprinted in the novel) and he describes how he 

travelled to Ettrick, presumably in 1823 or 1824, in the hope of visiting the grave.  
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Figure 2 View north -east from Cowanôs Croft of not-so-wild forestry plantation . (Fall Law is just to the left) 

 

 
In Ettrick, The Editor and his companions persuade a shepherd to take them to the site of the grave. The 

shepherd tells them that James Hoggôs letter in Blackwoodôs Magazine is wrong and that the grave is 

actually on Fall Law, just to the North-West of Cowanôs Croft. The shepherd guiding The Editor and his 

companions gives a different version of events: 

 

the Eltrive men, with Mr. David Anderson at their head, had risen before day on the 

Monday morning, it having been on the Sabbath day that the man put down himself; and 

that they set out with the intention of burying him on Cowanôs-Croft, where the three 

marches met at a point. But, it having been an invariable rule to bury such lost sinners 

before the rising of the sun, these five men were overtaken by day-light, as they passed the 

house of Berry-Knowe; and, by the time they reached the top of the Faw-Law, the sun was 

beginning to skair the east. On this they laid down the body, and digged a deep grave with 

all expedition; [é]. 

(Justified Sinner, p. 171) 
 

Hogg cleverly sows the seeds of doubt. Were there supposed to be two different suicidesô graves, one on 

Cowanôs Croft and the other on Fall Law?  

 

On maps, the name of the hill is óFall Lawô, rather than óFaw-Lawô.  Although the top of Fall Law is clear of 

trees, the conifers on the slopes grow above the peak and thus dominate the horizon. That makes it tricky to 

get a good shot of the sunrise from the top of Fall Law. So we cheated a bit and got our sunrise shot just east 

of Fall Law.  
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Figure 3 The cairn on the hill east of Fall Law just after sunrise 

 
The Editor and his companions discover Robertôs Manuscript whilst robbing Robertôs grave on Fall Law.  

[We] picked up a leathern case [é] on opening it out, we found, to our great astonishment, 

that it contained a printed pamphlet. We were all curious to see what [é] it could contain 

that he seemed to have had such a care about. For the slough in which it was rolled was fine 

chamois leather [é]. But the pamphlet was wrapped so close together, and so damp, rotten, 

and yellow that it seemed one solid piece.  [é] With very little trouble, save that of a 

thorough drying, I unrolled it all with ease, and found the very tract which I have here 

ventured to lay before the public, part of it in small bad print, and the remainder in 

manuscript. The title page is written and is as follows:  

THE PRIVATE MEMOIRS 

AND CONFESSIONS 

OF A JUSTIFIED SINNER:  

WRITTEN BY HIMSELF  

Fideli certa merces. 

(Justified Sinner, pp. 173ï4) 

 

In Justified Sinner, The Editorôs Narrative is split in two, sandwiching Robertôs Manuscript. The first part is 

the Editorôs account of the events to which Robertôs Manuscript alludes, in so far as there is any historical 

record of them, and the other a short postscript describing the discovery of the manuscript. 



 6 

 

 

How to get there 

Cowanôs Croft and Fall Law are on Ordnance Survey Landranger Map 79 (scale 1:50,000). The Ordnance 

Survey Grid Reference is: NT 251 192 GB Grid. 

 

If you travel there by car, it is a bit less than two hours from either Glasgow or Edinburgh. 

 

If you want to be on Fall Law at sunrise, you will probably want to stay in the vicinity. There are a few 

options, but in particular, you could consider Tibbie Shiellôs Inn (www.tibbieshiels.com) on the A708 to the 

West of Fall Law or the Tussielaw Inn (http://www.tushielaw-inn.co.uk) to the East of Cowanôs Croft.  

 

There is a public footpath called Captainôs Road that runs roughly East-West and goes over the saddle point 

between Cowanôs Croft and Fall Law. Please do not be misled by the name óCaptainôs Roadô. It bears no 

resemblance to a road and at places is very indistinct, even for a hill path.  

Please take heed of the following advice 

 

¶ Parts of the path can get muddy and slippery, so wear waterproof footwear with good treads. 

¶ Weather in Scotland, especially on the hills, can take a turn for the worse very quickly, even in 

summer. So wear waterproof outdoors clothing. 

¶ If you approach the hills from the East, please keep to the footpath when in the vicinity of the farm 

at Thirlestanehope. There is a track that leads through the farmyard, but this is NOT the public 

footpath. 

 

If you want to be on Cowanôs Croft or Fall Law at sunrise, we offer the following advice. 

 

¶ Check the weather forecast. If the weather is too cloudy and overcast, you wonôt get much of a 
sunrise. 

¶ We advise you to do the hike first during the day, then come back and do it again at night. You will 

find it much easier to navigate in the dark. 

¶ We strongly advise you to do the hike when there is a reasonable amount of moonlight. So check the 

time when the moon sets.  You should definitely bring a torch, but for finding your way at night, the 

moon is really your best friend. 

¶ You should leave the Inn about two hours before dawn. Please donôt wake the other guests. Also, 
tell the folks at the Inn what you are going to do. 

¶ Wrap up very warm. If the skies are clear, it will be cold and you will be hanging around for some 

time. In Scotland, the nights can be cold even in the summer. 

¶ After sunrise, it will take you about one and a half hours to get back to either Tibbie Shielsôs Inn or 
the Tussielaw Inn. So, depending on the time of year, you may want to check if you can get back to 

the Inn before they stop serving breakfast. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tibbieshiels.com/
http://www.tushielaw-inn.co.uk/


 7 

Tibbie Shielôs Inn to Fall Law/Cowanôs Croft 

First we describe the walk from Tibbie Shiels Inn. 

 

 
Figure 4 Route from Tibbie Shielôs Inn to Fall Law and Cowanôs Croft: the red diamond shapes mark the 

Southern Upland Way 

 

Image produced from the Ordnance Survey Get-a-map service. Image reproduced with kind permission of 

Ordnance Survey and Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland  

 

There is a car park to the west of the bridge near Tibbie Shiels Inn.. Take a few moments to visit the James 

Hogg monument nearby. Tibbie Shiels Inn is a piece of history in itself. James Hogg, Walter Scott and 

William Wordsworth all drank there. They do meals, snacks and drinks as well as accommodation. 

Furthermore, they have a picture of James Hogg in the bar. Tibbie Shiels Inn has a patrons-only car park.   

 
Follow the signs for the Southern Upland Way. (This is marked by the red diamond shapes on the map.) 

Eventually, you will see a wooden signpost where the path you need to take branches off from the Southern 

Upland Way.  Your path is signposted as Captainôs Road, but do not be misled: this is no road. It starts off 

boggy in patches, but it is not so bad once the path leads into the conifer plantation. Eventually Captainôs 
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Road joins a vehicle track. Turn right onto the track and keep going until you see a firebreak between the 

trees up the slope to the left.  

 

 
Figure 5 The firebreak runs up the slope of Fall Law 

 
Climb up the slope along the firebreak and you will come to a clearing in the trees around the top of Fall 

Law. 

 

Let us remind you that although the top of Fall Law is clear of trees, the horizon all round is dominated by 

conifers. You can just about get a glimpse of the top of Cowanôs Croft to the south. 
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Figure 6 Fall Law: the horizon is dominated by conifers 

 
If you want a better view from a hilltop, donôt go up Fall Law. Just continue along Captainôs Road until you 

are clear of the conifers and Cowanôs croft will be on your right. 

 

Walking from Tibbie Shiels Inn to Fall Law and back to Tibbie Shiels Inn takes no more than three hours 

with breaks, photos, etc. 
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Tushielaw Inn to Cowanôs Croft/Fall Law 

Next we describe how to get to Cowanôs Croft and Fall Law from the Tushielaw Inn. This is likely to be 

close to the route that Hogg had in mind for The Editor and his party.  (The started off from the 

Thrilestanehope sheep fair.  Talking to people in the area, we discovered that even today, the various sheep 

farms in the area take it in turns to host sheep sales.  

 

 

 
Figure 7 Route from the east to Fall Law and Cowanôs Croft 

 

Image produced from the Ordnance Survey Get-a-map service. Image reproduced with kind permission of 

Ordnance Survey and Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland  

 

 
This walk assumes that you approach the hills from the east. The Tushielaw Inn (also frequented by James 

Hogg) is about a mile from where the path leaves the B709 road.  The footpath that takes you to the foot of 

Cowanôs Croft and Fall Law is signposted as óCaptainôs Roadôò. The minor road marked in the bottom right-

hand corner of the map (B709) is too narrow to park in, so you will have to look carefully for a parking 
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place that does not inconvenience local people. If you are staying at the Tushielaw Inn, you can leave the car 

there and walk along the B709 road. There is not much traffic.  

 

Just after you start the walk along Captainôs Road, you will walk past a small area of woodland. Please note 

that just after the woodland, the public footpath is off to the left through a gate. (The other way leads in to 

the farm yard.)  

 

We shall be returning to this area at the end of this document to describe how you can visit the spot that 

Hogg had in mind for where Robert tops himself, so that you can follow the route taken by the folk who 

buried Robert. But of course all that comes at the end of Robertôs Manuscript.
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Dalchastel 
 
The Editorôs Narrative starts as follows:  

 

It appears from tradition, as well as some parish registers still extant, that the lands of 

Dalcastle (or Dalchastel, as it is often spelled) were possessed by a family of the name of 

Colwan, about one hundred and fifty years ago, and for at least a century previous to that 

period. That family was supposed to have been a branch of the ancient family of Colquhoun.  

(Justified Sinner, p. 3) 

Actually, spelling of proper names was fairly haphazard right up to the nineteenth century. In this case, it is 

not much of a handicap since óDalchastelô is a fictitious place name anyway. The fact that it is fictitious 

means that Hogg experts like to play academic guessing games as to where Hogg might have located 

Dalchastel in his imagination. We like the reasons given for equating Dalchastel with Luss, a village on the 

banks of Loch Lomond. In Hoggôs time, the real life Lady Colquhon of Luss had several personality traits in 

common with the Laird of Dalchastelôs wife, Rabina, including viewing her husband as a religious 

conversion project. Also, the first time Rabina ran away from her husband, George Colwan, it took her about 

a day to walk back to her native Glasgow: Luss is about 40 kilometres from Glasgow, so the distance is 

about right. 

 

Rossdhu Castle was occupied by the Colquhons until the late eighteenth century. Since then, it has become a 

ruin. Some years ago, the Loch Lomond Golf Club acquired the land around Rossdhu Castle from the 

chieftain of the Colquhon clan.  The castle is located behind the 18th green. Unnecessarily officious security 

guards stopped us from getting close to Rossdhu Castle. You have to be a member of the Golf Club to get 

any nearer. 

 

 
Figure 8 Rossdhu Castle. We doubt that this is really what Hogg had in mind 

  
 

Rossdhu Castle is about three kilometres south of Luss. The road between the castle and Luss can be busy 

and the traffic is fast-moving. It is not advisable to walk. 

 

We (Alasdair and Peter, that is) are not convinced that Hogg had Luss and Rossdhu in mind for the physical 

location of Dalchastel. In the novel, the village is south of the castle, whereas Luss is north of Rossdhu. We 

have several more reasons for thinking that Hogg had somewhere else in mind, but we wonôt bore you with 

them just now. 
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Getting there 

The map below shows how to get to Luss by road from Glasgow.  To travel from Glasgow to Luss by public 

transport, you could get a train from Glasgow Queen Street Station to Alexandria (the journey time is just 

over half an hour) then a bus from Alexandria Station to Luss (another half an hour).  

 

 

 
Figure 9 Rossdhu Castle. Donôt be fooled by the map: youôll have trouble getting up close 

 
Image produced from the Ordnance Survey Get-a-map service. Image reproduced with kind permission of 

Ordnance Survey and Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland  

 

Where to stay 

Luss is a popular tourist destination, so there is a wide variety of accommodation available in the Luss area.  

If you do not have Internet access, contact the Visitor Information Centre in Tarbet. Telephone: 08707 200 

623. 

 

How to get away from there 

The day after her marriage to Colwan, the Laird of Dalchastel, Rabina Orde did a runner.  

 

Matters, without all doubt, had been very bad between the new-married couple; for in the 

course of the day the lady deserted her quarters, and returned to her father's house in 

Glasgow, after having been a night on the road; [é] 

(Justified Sinner, p. 8) 
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Figure 10 Luss (top left-hand corner) and Glasgow (lower right-hand corner). Not recommended as a hike! 

 
Sad to say, the journey would have been a lot safer in 1687 than it is today.  Strictly NOT recommended as a 

hike, especially not overnight the way Rabina did it.  

 
At some later time, Rabina left Colwan for good. She went back to Glasgow, taking young Robert with her, 

but she left her first son, George, with his biological father, Colwan, the Laird of Dalchastel.  

Glasgow 

 
The Editor hints that Rabina may have been seduced by her Glasgow minister, Rev. Wringhim, and that 

Wringhim was Robertôs biological father. Rev. Wringhim strenuously denies this in public, but does agree to 

let Robert use his surname.  

 

Although The Editor is vague about the location in Glasgow of Rev. Wringhimôs parish, we are given the 

following clue. 

 

[Rev. Wringhim] took pity on me, admitting me [é] but into the bosom of his own household 

[é]. 

(Justified Sinner, p. 67) 

 

So Robert lived in or near Rev. Wringhimôs manse. In Robertôs Manuscript, he says 

 

I hurried through the city, and sought again the private path through the field and wood of 

Finnieston, in which my reverend preceptor had the privilege of walking for study, and to 

which he had a key that was always at my command. 
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(Justified Sinner, p. 85) 

 

In the early 1700s, Finnieston was to the west of Glasgow. So if Robert had to go through the city to get to 

Finnieston then, presumably, Rev. Wringhimôs parish would have been on the east side of Glasgow. At this 

time, Glasgow was still fairly small.  

  

 
Figure 11 Glasgow in the 1670s. The High Kirk (St Mungoôs) is on the right 

 

The obvious candidate for Rev. Wringhimôs church is the High Kirk of Glasgow (nowadays called St 

Mungoôs Cathederal).  It was in use at the time at which Justified Sinner is set and there are not any other 

obvious candidates on that side of Glasgow. It is an amazing building and well worth a visit. 

 

 
Figure 12 Glasgowôs St Mungoôs Cathedral.  It used to be known as the High Kirk 

 
If Hogg did have the High Kirk in mind for Rev. Wringhimôs church, it would throw light on this even in 

Justified Sinner:  

 

The laird [é] cut her short in all her futile attempts at spiritualization, and mocked at her 

wire-drawn degrees of faith, hope, and repentance. He also dared to doubt of the great 

standard doctrine of absolute predestination, which put the crown on the ladyôs Christian 

resentment. She declared her helpmate to be a limb of Antichrist, and one with whom no 

regenerated person could associate. She therefore bespoke a separate establishment [é] 

The upper, or third, story of the old mansion-house was awarded to the lady for her 

residence. She had a separate door, a separate stair, a separate garden, and walks that in 

no instance intersected the lairdôs; so that one would have thought the separation complete. 

(Justified Sinner, p. 9) 

 

This was very similar to the arrangement in the High Kirk at the time of Rev. Wringhim. Two congregations 

did not want to worship together, so they physically partitioned the High Kirk and worshipped separately. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kirk
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One congregation was called the Lower Congregation and the other was called the Outer High 

Congregation. The physical partition was still in place in Hoggôs time and was only removed in the 1830s. 

 

 
Figure 13 Interior of St Mungoôs Cathedral (called the High Kirk in earlier times) 

 
Rev. Wringhim would probably have been a bit sniffy about the idea of stained glass windows. 

 

If you visit St. Mungoôs, donôt miss the opportunity to visit the Glasgow Necropolis, just to the east of the 

Cathedral precinct. It was not mentioned in the novel. In 1831, it was established as a Glaswegian Père 

Lachaise. 
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Getting there 

It is about a ten-minute walk from Glasgow Queen Street station to St Mungoôs Cathedral. 

 

 
Figure 14 Glasgow Cathedral is at the east end of Cathedral Street then one block south on Castle Street 

 

Check the opening hours before you go. Although St Mungoôs is used for Church of Scotland services, the 

building is actually owned by Historic Scotland.  

Finnieston: Robertôs first blooding 

 
Robertôs first victim was the mild-mannered and inoffensive Rev. Blanchard. The murder takes place in 

Finnieston Dell. Alas, Finnieston is sadly lacking in dells these days. Since the early 1700s, Finnieston has 

been industrialized and then de-industrialized. In the process, not much of the original landscape has 

survived. 
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Figure 15 Finnieston 

 
The first time we went to Finnieston was on an anti-Iraq war march.  The march ended in Finniston where 

Tony Blair was in the Scottish Exhibition and Conference Centre (see the photo below, fig. 16) telling the 

Scottish Labour Party that invading Iraq was a really good idea.  

 

 
Figure 16 Finnieston: the SECC building is a part of óde-industrializedô Glasgow 

Picture by courtesy of SECC, Finnieston Quay, Glasgow 

 


