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MR J O H N

It is not quite an easy matter to endeavour
to put into cold print in any adequate way a
sense of all that has been implied in the long
and intimate association of Mr Yeats with
different spheres of public activity in Banff,
and indeed in the whole county, which he has
touched in all its parts during the many years
in which he has been engaged in business. It
is getting on to ninety-two years since he was
born in that picturesque and rugged Cabrach
which has been as a lodestar to him during
all his interesting and much occupied career.
He has spent his yearly vacations there with
a regularity that has been practically unfailing; he early became impregnated with the
lore and traditions of a district whose remoteness has made old-world stories and the
memory of old-world practices linger long; for
many years he carried on farming pursuits
in the parish; he has a large and honourable
acquaintance in it; and if, wherever he might
be, his eyes turned with ardent longing to
where much of his heart's affections lay by
the hills and moorlands of the Cabrach—for
the Cabrach, as a little kingdom of itself,
has the proud and distinctive appellation of
the Cabrach—there were very many—there are
very many—by the base of the historic Buck
and all around in the storied region of the
"heich Cabrach" who on their p a r t entertain
only feelings of pride and gratification at the
outstanding place that this son of their soil
has so worthily won in the love and esteem of
a host of friends in all parts of the country.
We do not recall at the moment whether Mr
Yeats may be or may not be the doyen of the
graduates of Aberdeen University, but the unerring University Calendar will tell you t h a t
he graduated in Arts there in 1861, so that he
is a graduate of 62 years' standing, in itself a
record that has fallen to the lot of not very
many to realise. As remarkable still—for, if
you look around, the experience is not just so
common as might be thought—is the fact t h a t
throughout that long period of time he has
ever followed the scholarly bent of his nature.
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He has been ever learning. The sacred lamp
has never been allowed to burn dimly where
he h a s been. All his life he has been a student. In one beneficent scheme or another, his
mental powers have been kept in constant exercise, and to-day you may find this student
of four score years and ten, in the company
of his niece or other relative, out on little
botanising tours on the hills of the Cabrach
and sending some uncommon specimen he
may have found for the inspection and gratification of his friend, Professor Craib of Aberdeen University.
Mr Yeats has seen life in the crowded city
as on the patch of difficult cultivation by
the side of the lonely Banffshire moor. London saw him for a time after his graduation.
That busy haunt of men he left for quiet and
peaceful Maggieknockater, in an upland parish of his native county, where he could look
along the lovely valley of the Fiddich to the
hills beyond Dufftown, matchless for beauty
and grace in its glorious green of summer and
radiant with colour when the early frosts of
autumn have laid upon its beech and birch an
impress t h a t makes it glow as with burnished
gold. After a time in the school of Maggieknockater, Mr Yeats transferred his services
to the ancient and famous school of Fordyce,
whose educational glories and high traditions
he did his own part in seeking to enhance.
Not finding in this sphere, however, such an
outlet for his activities as he wished, he
turned his mind to the study of law, and to
beoome acquainted with its practice, its terms
and its technicalities, he entered the office of
the late Mr Peter Murray, solicitor, Portsoy,
passing thence to a law office in the capital
of Scotland, and finally to the law office in
Banff at whose head was the late Provost William Coutts, who in turn was succeeded by the
late Mr James Morrison, whose name the present legal firm continues to bear. Mr Yeats
came there to anchor. That was considerably
over half a century ago and with the firm he
has continued to be to the present day, held
in warm affection and high esteem by its successive heads as by everyone of the many
young people who have passed through the
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office in all the long intervening years. In
the position he held he came into intimate
and responsible contact with important departments of legal, factorial, estate and county work, enjoying, in every capacity, the most
absolute confidence of everyone with whom he
had business relations, and, it may be permitted to say, giving that diligence of line
service t h a t is suggested by high char
acter and mental abilities of an uncommon
kind.
Such matters as these, however, while they
invite notice, are none the less outside the
sphere in which Mr Yeats gained the outstanding place he has achieved in the common lite
of Banff and district. For one thing, his outlook has always been high. He has gathered
throughout the years a magnificent library of
serious and authoritative works. He was from
the first a member of the Spalding Club and
he is the happy owner of all its fine publications. For more years than perhaps he would
like to mention, he has been a subscriber to
the weekly edition of the "Times," and a few
years ago, a gift t h a t he generously made to
the Public Library in Banff included many
yearly volumes of t h a t national newspaper.
It is characteristic of his genius and outlook
t h a t he should have become a purchaser of
such a work as the Encyclopaedia Britannica,
and just as characteristic that as a younger
man he should have joined with Some kindred
literary spirits in the serious analytical studs
of some of the great poets of the Augustan
Age in England. Literary and Mutual Improvement Societies have had in him a warm
friend and an enthusiastic worker, and there
must be not a few people in different parts of
the world, whose hair may be somewhat grizzled and over whose eyes there may be gathering the inevitable crows' feet, who still have
grateful and happy memories of the pleasant
evenings spent in a company of which Mr
Yeats was ever one of the most informing and
agreeable members. In later years he took
up the study of botany, pursuing it with a
vigour and persistence t h a t were only characteristic of his life long energies. He has
been acclaimed as the discoverer of some of

b

64

Ba

nf

fs
h

ire

Fi

el

d

lu

C

the most uncommon local varieties, and it was
certainly due in large measure to his abiding
enthusiasm in the work that there is in print
such a Flora of Banffshire as in its complete
ness and wealth of detail is not excelled by
any county in the North of Scotland. To his
other gifts Mr Yeats has added a great love
of music. His knowledge of the subject is
both wide and intimate. The good old song
t h a t tells of the gallant doings of "Heather
Jock" perhaps never had a better, certainly
never a more enthusiastic exponent, but t h a t
is only one out of a large repertoire, and he
has at command a wealth of old ballads,
some lines of which he may croon with an
appositeness to the subject on hand that has
the elements both of appropriateness and
charm. In another sphere of song, in the
service of praise of a Sunday, the Free Church
of Banff never had among the many who have
filled its choir in the succession of the years
a more devoted and a more regular member.
Up to J a n u a r y last, when physical accident
unhappily overtook him, Mr Yeats was to be
found in his place in the choir just as regularly as the minister was to be found in the
pulpit, and he found further scope for hisfine musical proclivities in the admirable
work carried out over many years by successive Choral Societies in the town.
The chief promoters of the pleasant meeting
of Friday last in the Cabrach were members
of the Banffshire Field Club. What Mr Yeats
has been to t h a t institution would be difficult
to put into words of exaggeration. He has
been in a sense the very essence and embodiment of all its admirable activities. Never
was an organisation of the kind favoured
with a better secretary, with one more painstaking, more zealous, endowed with more enthusiasm for all the varied work that it
sought to accomplish. In the volumes of its
Transactions is to be found something of the
record of his work, but behind these and beyond these the seeing eye and the understanding mind will realise a background in which
are represented many elements that go to
the making of the ideal eecretary—and that is
what Mr Yeats is, and has been. Those who
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know anything of the work of the Club recognise the permanent value of many of the contributions t h a t are to be found in its printed
records, but it is not generally known in
how many instances they represent the efforts
of the secretary, seldom to be denied, to secure papers on different subjects by those
who might be considered authorities on the
matter with which they dealt. Hence much of
the abiding value of the Transactions, whose
whole character reflects the fine elements of
mind and prescience and persistent endeavour
that have ever been features of the most devoted secretary any institution of the kind
could possibly have. What all his admirable
services have meant to the well-being of the
Field Club it would be literally impossible to
say. In its interests he has done work in a
sphere of intellectual endeavour and scientific
inquiry that will never be forgot and bis
name is linked with it in honourable achievement in a way that the years can never interrupt. Some of his annual reports are gems,
distinguished by attractive literary graces
and illuminated by a vein of bright humour
that forms a real index of a happy temperament.
Perhaps the marvellously good health that
Mr Yeats has enjoyed is to be attributed in
part to his love of the open air. Of its virtues he has always been an ardent votary and
a practising as well as a theoretic apostle,
and to the fact may be due as well something
of the perennial youthfulness of his heart and
the equableness of his mental outlook. The
family records may show that he was born
in 1852. That may be. But he has kept his
heart younger than any of us, with a mind
agile as the youngest, and with an optimism
that has been invincible. His daily walks are
taken of a winter as well as of a, summer
morning; Saturday afternoons might be frequently spent in botanising excursions in the
company of another enthusiast of the science,
either residenter or visitor; the evening might
find him in his carefully tended garden, partaking of the pleasures and enjoying the company of the bowling green, or, on occasion,
playing a game of billiards. And who, at a
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and interested spectator?
Mr Yeats has
warmed both hands gently before the fires of
life. He has won the unbounded respect and
affection of friends without number, and there
is a large community who are at one in wishing for a gentleman for whom esteem is deep
and universal, wherever known, happy and
f r a g r a n t years yet to come, with a continuance of t h a t physical and mental vigour that
seems in a measure to bid defiance to the
years, and the capacity still to enjoy the quiet
pleasures of the placid evening of what has
been a long and brilliantly useful day. That
is—inadequately—something of the man in
whose honour the meeting was held in the
Cabrach on Friday.—Extracted from Banffshire
Journal.
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Gifts and
Congratulations.
A small party, representative of the Banffshire
Field Club, made a litt'e excursion to the
Upper Cabrach on Friday. They comprised—
Sheriff J . W. More, Montcoffer House, President
of the Club; ex-Provost Alexander, Provost
Murray, and Mr Wm. Barclay, former Presidents; Mr Wm. Simpson, assistant secretary,
and Mr John Tough, treasurer. Their mission
was to present to the veteran and muchesteemed secretary of the Club, Mr John Yeats,
M.A., gifts from its members and other friends
in the town and throughout the country as a
small recognition of all that Mr Yeats has been
to and has done for the Club and other useful
public activities in the burgh and county of
Banff. The day was one of the most tempestuous of the season. Rain fell heavily and by
afternoon all the many streams in the Cabrach
were running full from bank to bank, and
cattle by the hillsides were seeking what shelter
was possible from the pitiless rain and shrewd
wind close by the side of the dyke. All these
physical conditions were quickly forgotten
when the party arrived at the farm of Redford
—looking across, from the top of a fragrant
valley, to heather-clad hills, the summits of
which were hid by the mist and rain—where a
bountiful hospitality awaited them, in accordance with kindly Cabrach traditions that go

