
JOCK YOUNG’S LOUP
POTARCH, DEESIDE

It was the Martinmass or winter term when debts were settled; according to 
the ballad ‘four and twenty gentlemen sat birling at the wine’.  As is often the 
case ‘fan drink’s in, wit’s oot’, and the laird of Mayen cast up an old grudge to 
John Leith.  The latter gave him as good as he got, whereupon Abernethy left.  
Patrick Byres would later reveal that his nephew had gone to fetch pistols in 
order to settle the matter with a duel to which Leith had agreed.  A few of 
them had talked long into the night without the weapons leaving the table, 
yet soon after shots shattered the early morning peace of the Castlegate and 
Leith’s servant found him bleeding to death in the street.

James Abernethy had fled on a horse provided by his uncle, never to return.  
Many believed Patrick had egged James on, providing both weapon and 
escape route, but he denied it.  The Leiths never forgot.  The spat at Bridge of 
Alford decades later was with Alexander Leith of Glenkindie, over the siting 
of a new road.  Patrick’s friends calmed the pensioner down and sent him 
home to Tonley and likely to a reprimand from his son James.  

had finally been brought to justice and hanged at Aberdeen, quailed before 
the face of civic executioner, Robbie Welsh?  Jock’s gang, which included 
some of his cousins, were hiding out at Chapel of Garioch when a furious row 
began.  Jock stabbed his cousin Hugh Graham several times until he was 
lying dead at Jock’s feet.  Horrified at having killed his kinsman, he fled.  The 
murder was reported, and Jock soon arrested, tried and sentenced to death.

He was to be hanged on 11 December 1801 on the gallows in Castlegate, an 
attempt by his allies to free him having failed.  Jock walked onto the scaffold, 
wrists bound behind him, accompanied by a local priest who had sat up with 
him the night before the execution.  He saw Welsh, grinning like a skull, 
holding the white shroud to dress him for his death.  Whether it was the exe-
cutioner’s malicious smile, or the thought that his body would be sent for 
dissection afterwards, Jock exclaimed ‘I dinna like tae hae that creature 
Robbie Welsh’s hands aboot me!’ The kindly priest intervened and lifted the 
shroud over Jock’s head.  

Yet it is for his extraordinary jump at Potarch that he is remembered; the 
half-submerged line of rocks is still known as ‘Jock Young’s Loup’. 

‘My father what? Had a duel? He’s in his seventies! Silly man!’ so might 
antiquarian, James Byres of Tonley have exclaimed when he was brought 
word about the unseemly quarrel occasioned by Byres Snr.  Patrick Byres was 
an Irish Jacobite, born in Dublin, 1713.  In 1741 he married Janet Moir of 
Stoneywood and became a Burgess of Guild in Aberdeen, yet his political 
leanings and hot Celtic temper seem to have constantly landed Patrick in 
trouble.

His first problem was his involvement in the Forty-Five Rebellion, fighting on 
Bonnie Prince Charlie’s side as Major Byres in Stoneywood’s regiment.  
Escaping Culloden, Patrick’s ally, Gordon of Cluny hid him in his castle until 
he and his family escaped to France.  He managed to hang on to Tonley by 
the clever suggestion that his English name was Peter, thus he was not Patrick 
Byres the rebel.

  
While his youngest sons, William and John developed military careers in the 
Navy and Royal Engineers respectively and second son, Robert took up 
merchant interests in Prussia, the eldest, James, became something of a tour 
guide.  He embraced antiquarian studies in Rome and became the go-to ex-pat 
for visiting Scots gentlefolk on their ‘grand tours’ of Europe.  Meanwhile, his 
father returned to Tonley, Mrs Byres hoping her husband’s adventures were 
over.  But, due to Janet’s nephew, James Abernethy of Mayen, Patrick was to 
be the centre of unwanted attention once more in 1763.  A traditional ballad is 
dedicated to the incident in which John Leith of Leith Hall, Rhynie was 
murdered by Abernethy after an argument in the New Inn, Aberdeen.

Rich travellers on Deeside in the later decades of the 17th century often ran 
the risk of highway robbery.  There was no more celebrated a gang than the 
sons of James ‘Caird’ Young.  The eldest, Peter, built a fearsome reputation as 
the Houdini of his day, able to escape any prison in the country.  His youngest 
brother, John or Jock Young, although perhaps not as skilled in prison-break-
ing, certainly shared Peter’s bravado.  Jock had been imprisoned at Aboyne 
and was being taken to Aberdeen for trial on a charge of illegal whisky distill-
ing.  He broke free of his guards near Potarch and dashed down to the river-
bank.  Very likely he and his brothers had fished in the Dee for salmon, caring 
nothing for licences or landowners, thus Jock would have known where the 
rocks in the river formed a crossing, albeit with a large gap in-between.
  

In those days the only way for the ordinary public to cross the Dee was by 
ferry, the Telford-designed bridge not being constructed until 1813.  There was 
a legendary kelpie or water-horse which often terrorised the ferryman and his 
customers by leaping onto the boat after dark and threatening to drown them 
all.  Jock had no fear of such entities, especially in daylight.  He careered 
down into the shallows, perhaps with his wrists still manacled, and made the 
jump to the rocks at the far side, leaving his pursuers screaming their threats 
after him.
Yet was this the same Jock Young, who years later, after his celebrated brother 
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