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P40 Family and Personal Material relating to the Earls of Caithness 

RECORDS’ IDENTITY STATEMENT 

Reference number:   

Alternative reference number: P40 

Title: Family and Personal Material relating to 
the Earls of Caithness 

Dates of creation: 1798-1902 

Level of description: Fonds 

Extent: 38 sheets 

Format: Paper 

RECORDS’ CONTEXT 

Name of creators: Family and Personal Material relating to 
the Earls of Caithness 

Administrative history: Earl of Caithness is a title that has been 
created several times in the Peerage of 
Scotland, and has a very complex 
history. Its first grant, in the modern 
sense as to have been counted in strict 
lists of peerages, is now generally held to 
have taken place in favor of Maol Íosa V, 
Earl of Strathearn, in 1334, although in 
the true circumstances of 14th century, 
this presumably was just a recognition of 
his hereditary right to the ancient 
earldom/ mormaership of Caithness. The 
next year, however, all of his titles were 
declared forfeit for treason. 

Earlier, Caithness had been intermittently 
held, presumably always as fief of 
Scotland, by the Norse Earls of Orkney, 
at least since the days of the childhood of 
Thorfinn Sigurdsson in c 1020, but 
possibly already several decades before. 
The modern reconstruction of holders of 
peerage earldoms do not usually include 
those of Mormaerdom of Caithness, 
although there is no essential difference 
between them and, for example, those of 
mormaers of Lennox, mormaers of 
Strathearn and mormaers of Angus. 

The next grant after Maol Íosa was to 
David Stewart, a younger son of Robert II 
of Scotland. His heiress, Euphemia, 



Nucleus: The Nuclear and Caithness Archives 2 

resigned the title in 1390 in favour of her 
uncle Walter, 1st Earl of Atholl. Walter 
himself resigned the title in 1428, in 
favour of his son Allan, but he retained 
the earldom of Atholl for himself. Upon 
Allan's death, Walter again came to hold 
both earldoms. However, both were lost 
when he was executed for high treason in 
1437, his titles being forfeit. 

The third creation of the title was for Sir 
George Crichton in 1452, but he 
surrendered the title in the same year. 
The final creation of the earldom was 
made in 1455 for William Sinclair, 3rd 
Earl of Orkney. He surrendered the 
Orkney title and all associated lands to 
James III in 1470, in return for the Castle 
of Ravenscraig, in Fife. James III had in 
1469 received the rights of the king of 
Norway to Orkney territories as pledge of 
dowry of his wife Margaret of Denmark. In 
this way, the Scottish crown tightened its 
grip to Orkney and Shetland, a hitherto 
Norwegian territory, by moving all other 
important holders away. Six years later, 
Earl William wished to disinherit his 
eldest son, who was known as "The 
Waster." Therefore, so that his earldom 
would not pass to him, he resigned the 
title in favour of his younger son, another 
William. 

George, sixth Earl of the Sinclair line, was 
the last Earl to cause a disturbance in the 
normal succession of the title. In 1672, he 
agreed that, at his death, all of his lands 
and titles would pass to Sir John 
Campbell, who was his creditor. In 1677, 
the sixth Earl died, and King Charles II 
granted him a patent creating him Earl of 
Caithness. Later, however, the sixth 
Earl's heir, also named George, was 
confirmed in his titles by the law. 
Therefore, in order to compensate for the 
loss of the earldom, Charles II created 
Campbell Earl of Breadalbane and 
Holland. Thereafter, the earldom of 
Caithness has passed solely within the 
Sinclair family, without any further 
resignations or other irregularities. 

The Earl of Caithness also holds the title 
of Lord Berriedale, which was created in 
the Peerage of Scotland in 1455. That 
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title is used as a courtesy title for the 
Earl's eldest son and heir. 

William Sinclair, 1st Earl of Caithness (d. 
1484) (resigned 1476) 

William Sinclair, 2nd Earl of Caithness (d. 
1513) 

John Sinclair, 3rd Earl of Caithness (d. 
1529) 

George Sinclair, 4th Earl of Caithness (d. 
1582) (resigned 1545) 

George Sinclair, 5th Earl of Caithness 
(1566–1643) 

George Sinclair, 6th Earl of Caithness (d. 
1677) (resigned 1672) 

John Campbell, 1st Earl of Breadalbane 
and Holland (1633–1717) (resigned 
1681) 

George Sinclair, 7th Earl of Caithness (d. 
1698) 

John Sinclair, 8th Earl of Caithness (d. 
1705 

Alexander Sinclair, 9th Earl of Caithness 
(1685–1765) 

William Sinclair, 10th Earl of Caithness 
(1727–1779) 

John Sinclair, 11th Earl of Caithness 
(1757–1789) 

James Sinclair, 12th Earl of Caithness 
(1766–1823) 

Alexander Campbell Sinclair, 13th Earl of 
Caithness (1790–1855) 

James Sinclair, 14th Earl of Caithness 
(1821–1881) 

George Philips Alexander Sinclair, 15th 
Earl of Caithness (1858–1889) 

James Augustus Sinclair, 16th Earl of 
Caithness (1827–1891) 

John Sutherland Sinclair, 17th Earl of 
Caithness (1857–1914) 

Norman Macleod (Sinclair) Buchan, 18th 
Earl of Caithness (1862–1947) 

James Roderick Sinclair, 19th Earl of 
Caithness (1906–1965) 

Malcolm Ian Sinclair, 20th Earl of 
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Caithness (b. 1948) (elected into House 
of Lords, 1999) 

The heir apparent is the present holder's 
son Alexander James Richard Sinclair, 
Lord Berriedale (b. 1981) 

Custodial history:  

RECORDS’ CONTENT 

Description:  Letters, newspaper clippings and other 
papers related to the Earls of Caithness 

Appraisal:  

Accruals:  

RECORDS’ CONDITION OF ACCESS AND USE 

Access: open 

Closed until:  

Access conditions:  Available within the Archive searchroom 

Copying: Copying permitted within standard 
Copyright Act parameters 

Finding aids: Available in Archive searchroom 

ALLIED MATERIALS 

Related material:  

Publication:  

Notes:   

Date of catalogue:  September 2011 

 
 

Ref. Description Dates 

P40 Family and Personal Material relating to the Earls 
of Caithness 

1798-1902 

P40/1 Memorial card, photograph and death announcement 
for Lady Fanny Sinclair [1 sheet] 

1883 

P40/2 Letter of condolence regarding death of Right 
Honourable Sir James Sinclair, two copies [2 sheets] 

1881 

P40/3 Visiting card for Earl of Caithness [1 sheet] n.d. 
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P40/4 Letter from Earl of Caithness, giving references for 
butler Mr. Simpkin [1 sheet] 

1886 

P40/5 Letter from Thomas Irvine to his pupil Hon. Master 
Adam Duncan [1 sheet] 

1820 

P40/6 Envelope of newspaper clippings regarding Earl of 
Caithness’ death [20 sheets] 

1881 

P40/7 Tailor’s account to Lord Berriedale [1 sheet] 1808-1809 

P40/8 Account from Lawyer Donald Horne to Earl of 
Caithness [1 sheet] 

1823-1824 

P40/9 Passport for Angus B. Matthews and newspaper 
clipping about late Lord Mayor Matthews [2 sheets] 

1873 

P40/10 Record of births of Bennet family of Madeley, 
Shropshire [2 sheets] 

1839-1854 

P40/11 Letter to Mr A. Matthews from Dowager Countess 
Marie Mariategui de Pomar [3 sheets] 

1894 

P40/12 Letter to Mr.A. Matthews from Dowager Countess 
Marie Mariategui de Pomar [1 sheet] 

1902 

P40/13 Handwritten list of contents of P40 [1 sheet] n.d. 

P40/14 Burgess ticket issued by Burgh of Dingwall to James, 
Earl of Caithness [1 sheet] 

1798 

 


