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John's early education was at Robert Gordon's College, Aberdeen, and at Blairs. I had heard 

years ago from friends about his years as a seminarian at Scots College in Rome (where he 

arrived aged sixteen!), and about his teaching exploits in Blairs, at Drygrange and at Holy 

Rood school in Edinburgh. Such reports spoke of a man of prayer, high academic ability and 

devotion to the task in hand. 

  

Personal acquaintance with John came my way in the nineteen-eighties, when I encountered 

him as a brother-priest in Aberdeen city, where he was at that time the Dean. It was somehow 

less a case of "once seen, never forgotten" than one of "once heard, never forgotten", for he 

had a voice of great character and power, a formidable and flexible attitude in church or 

house or on the telephone, and a vehicle for overcoming his innate shyness. Its strength 

reflected that part of his character that was firm and formidable — occasionally forthright to 

the point of aggression, and leaving no leeway for fools! On the other hand, he could and did 

speak gently and compassionately at the appropriate time. People in need of pastoral support 

or whom he visited as chaplain in Aberdeen Royal Infirmary appreciated his care and his 

willingness to listen patiently. To the visitor in his chapel-house or at Nazareth Care Home, 

where he contentedly spent his years of retirement, there was real warmth in his cry of 

welcome, "Come awa' ben" or "Lovely to see you". 

 

To his priesthood and his sacramental duties he was wholly dedicated, and he diligently 

served the folk in his several parishes throughout the diocese, in Inverurie, Kincorth, Thurso, 

the Cathedral and Dingwall. His prophetic exterior may at first have seemed daunting and his 

bearded visage hard to interpret at times, but his chuckle was infectious and his smile 

engaging, and there was often a boyish twinkle in his eye! He reminded me sometimes of 

traditional representations of St Peter, some of whose spiritual traits he most certainly shared! 

 

His love of reading never deserted him, and his interest in current events, ecclesial and 

otherwise, was intense. His floor would be strewn with newspapers and periodicals avidly 

scanned. Indeed he once contributed regularly to the Tablet ("Pastor Ignotus") and to the 

Press and Journal with short sermons. Evidence of his absorbing hobby, steam-trains and 

railways, was clear from the number of books about them which adorned his bookshelves. 

Travel by train or by any means, from aircraft to motorbike, was a source of great joy. 

 

He maintained a lively interest in liturgical and ecumenical affairs, and in his earlier years 

was regarded as an authority on the latter. Reticent about all aspects of his learning, he would 

let slip from time to time some little nugget of knowledge, some astute insight. It must be 

recalled that, soon after ordination, he became the first Catholic priest since the Reformation 

to study within Bishop Elphinstone's ancient foundation, the University of Aberdeen. 

 

Like most of us, he had his little eccentricities, like his habit of walking up and down, fully-

vested in Huntly Street, to greet Cathedral parishioners on a Sunday before the principal 

Mass. Always punctual, to be in good time for events was for John a rule of life and for 

others a fine example. It was not unknown for him publicly to chide latecomers! 

 

He had a special gift for communicating readily with children, who would respond with 

unfeigned delight. Here he would forget any social awkwardness and was in his element, 

unselfconsciously relaxed. This was as true informally as it was on the great celebratory 

occasions of Confirmations and first Holy Communions. There was something about him of 
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that childlikeness the Lord himself commended. His being an Oblate of St Benedict perhaps 

indicated too an affinity with the monastic life and even with solitude. 

 

As a Catholic priest, a Scozzese, an Aberdonian, and above all as a friend, he won wide 

affection and respect. Someone very close to him remarked: "Whenever you met John, you 

came away irreparably better". A fitting tribute and a true one. May he rest in peace. 

 


