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THE object of this paper is to draw attention to a diary kept 
by a young Kirkwall merchant who visited Liverpool in 

June and July 1789. The diary was published a few years ago, but 
in a rather inaccessible form. In bringing it to the notice of 
members of this Society it may be worth while to give a short 
summary of the contents of the diary and to place it in the 
context of eighteenth-century Liverpool.

George Omond, the writer of the diary, had to get to Liverpool 
in a hurry in order to meet the Resolution, a vessel belonging to 
his firm, which was expected to arrive at Liverpool from Nor­ 
way. He went by sea from Scapa Flow to Peterhead, then by post 
horse along the coast road through Aberdeen, Stonehaven, 
Montrose and Dundee to Edinburgh, crossing the Firths of Tay 
and Forth by ferry. He then travelled by stage coach to Carlisle, 
Lancaster and Preston, and by post chaise to Liverpool. The 
whole journey took ten days. Omond was in Liverpool from 
19 June till 14 July on ship's business, and then sailed back to 
Orkney on the Resolution up the west coast of Scotland.

His diary covers the period 9 June to 31 July 1789. It com­ 
prises 40 pages of an apparently home-made note book, six 
inches by three and five-eighth inches, fixed rather clumsily into 
a good-quality red leather wallet. The wallet is inscribed in ink 
'George Omond. purchased at Liverpool. July 1789'. The wallet 
and diary, together with other family papers, were presented to 
the Orkney County Library by Brigadier J. S. Omond, a great 
grandson of the diarist. The diary was transcribed, and published 
by Mr W. S. Hewison in the Orkney Herald in 1957, and an 
offprint is available in the Local Records Department of 
Liverpool Public Libraries. 1

The diary is in two main sections. The first consists of very
1 Orkney Herald: 29 Oct. 1957; 5 Nov. 1957; 19 Nov. 1957.
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brief daily statements of Omond's activities. The second is a 
detailed daily list of all money paid out or received by Omond, 
his personal expenses and also some large items for ship's 
business which would normally have been the responsibility of 
the shipmaster. In addition there are miscellaneous entries 
relating to bills from Liverpool tradesmen, and some interesting 
calculations of the wages due to seamen who left the Resolution 
at Liverpool.

THE WRITER OF THE DIARY

George Omond was born about 1760 in Fair Isle, midway 
between Orkney and Shetland, and was 29 when he visited 
Liverpool. The Omonds had been fairly prosperous landowners 
in Orkney in the fifteenth century but had lost most of their land 
by the eighteenth century, and George Omond's father was 
almost certainly a crofter-fisherman at subsistence level. The 
surname Omond is a shortened form of the Old Norse Amundi- 
son, and was also written Omand or Oman.

George's maternal ancestors are better documented. He was 
related, through his grandmother, Isobell Traill, to Dr Thomas 
Stewart Traill, who settled in Liverpool in 1803, became one of 
William Roscoe's friends, and played an important part in the 
intellectual life of Liverpool in the early nineteenth century. 
Omond's maternal grandfather was the Rev. George Reid, 
master of Kirkwall Grammar School from 1727 to 1734, who 
was sacked by the Town Council 'being found fault with for 
immoderately chastising and cruelly beating the children under 
his care'. 2 Reid later spent several years as missionary on Fair 
Isle, where his daughter Helen married an Omond, and he 
finally became a parish minister in Shetland.

It is not known when George Omond left Fair Isle, but he 
seems to have been brought up in Kirkwall by his uncle, John 
Reid, who took him into partnership in the firm of John Reid and 
Co., general merchants and shipowners.

ORKNEY IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

In 1789 the population of the Orkney Islands was about 
24,000, the two towns, Kirkwall and Stromness, each having 
about 2,000 inhabitants. Kirkwall was already a small market 
town in the eleventh century, a Scottish royal burgh in the

2 B. H. Hossack, Kirkwall in the Orkneys (W. B. Peace, Kirk wall, 1900),
p. 270.
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fifteenth century, and in the eighteenth century had a small but 
steady trade with North Sea ports, exporting grain to Norway 
and Leith, and kelp to Newcastle, importing timber and a 
variety of wooden articles from wooden spoons to prefabricated 
rowing boats, from Bergen, and groceries from Leith and 
Amsterdam. The other town, Stromness, was an eighteenth 
century boom town, owing its existence to the colonial and other 
ships which found it convenient to call there during the many 
French wars of the eighteenth century, when the English Channel 
became dangerous for shipping and it was safer to sail north of 
Scotland on voyages to or from north European ports.

Curiously enough, the accounts of conditions in Orkney 
which are closest in time to the date of Omond's journey are due 
to a Cheshire man. John Thomas Stanley (1766-1850), later 
first Baron Stanley of Alderley, was a student at Edinburgh 
University in 1789, and in the summer of that year he organised 
and financed what may well have been the first undergraduate 
exploring expedition. He chartered a sailing vessel at Leith and 
set off with a number of fellow students to make a scientific, 
archaeological and social study of Orkney, the Faroes and 
Iceland. The members of this expedition were in Orkney from 
31 May to 10 June, and they all attended George Ill's Birthday 
Ball in Kirkwall on 4 June, at which George Omond would 
probably also have been present. Journals written by three 
members of this expedition are still in manuscript, and are 
shortly to be published by Mr J. F. West of Nottingham. It may 
be stated that the students were impressed by the general poverty 
of the islanders and by the very low standard of housing in the 
country districts. On the other hand the two towns seemed very 
prosperous. Stanley and his companions attributed this partly 
to the kelp industry but mainly to the profits derived from 
passing shipping. 3

THE JOURNEY TO LIVERPOOL

Omond's diary starts on Tuesday 9 June 1789, when he left 
Kirkwall with £17 14s. 4d. in his pocket fifteen golden guineas, 
one pound eighteen and sixpence in silver, and tenpence in 
copper. He spent two nights waiting to get a passage in a smack 
from the village of St Margaret's Hope in Scapa Flow. This 
vessel was probably one of the lobster smacks that came north 
from Gravesend twice a month during the summers to buy up

8 J. F. West has described the Orkney sections of the diaries in two articles in 
.he Orcadian, 10 June 1965; 17 June 1965.
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the local catch of lobsters for the London market. After a slow 
passage across the Pentland Firth and the Moray Firth, Omond 
got ashore at Peterhead on Monday 15 June, six days after 
leaving Kirkwall. He hired a series of post horses, which he 
rode from Peterhead to Dundee. Then he was ferried across the 
Tay, and after riding across Fife to Kinghorn he crossed the 
Forth and breakfasted in Leith on Wednesday 17 June.

Omond spent 24 hours in Leith and Edinburgh, had dinner 
and a shave and bought 'a napkin for my neck' for 3s. 6d. no 
doubt feeling rather grubby after two days on horseback. The 
next part of the journey, from Edinburgh to Carlisle, cost him 
30 shillings for the coach ticket plus sixpence tip to the coach­ 
man at every stage. 4 Omond paid for a bed in Carlisle on 
Thursday 18 June apparently the first since leaving the smack 
on the 15th. He was in bed at an inn in Liverpool the following 
night after travelling by coach to Preston and then by post 
chaise to Liverpool.

Omond spent three and a half weeks in Liverpool, from 19 
June to 14 July. Before looking at some of the points of interest 
in the diary for these weeks it will be as well to state what is 
known of the reason for Omond's hurried and uncomfortable 
journey. Omond and his uncle John Reid, together with one 
other Kirkwall merchant, were owners of the brig Resolution, 
\ \ 1 register tons, which had been built at Kirkwall in 1787. The 
first voyages known to have been made by the newly built 
Resolution were two trips to Liverpool in June and September 
1788 with salvage from the Nancy wrecked in May 1787 in 
Orkney on a voyage from Christiania to Liverpool with a cargo 
of timber. After unloading the second cargo, the Resolution 
advertised in the Liverpool newspapers to get cargo for Bremen, 
and sailed from Liverpool in late September or early October 
1788. She returned to Liverpool from Bremen and Gothenburg 
after the very long interval of nine months, on 24 June 1789, 
with a cargo of deals, iron bars and dried fish for Liverpool 
merchants. The winter of 1788/89 had been exceptionally severe 
and there were many reports of ships frozen up in the Baltic and 
at Elsinore or Gothenburg. 5 It seems likely that something of

4 The coachman's tip of 6d. appears to have been almost obligatory at this 
period. Sarah Stubs writes to her father in 1794: 'I was very sick comming in 
the coach betwixt Manchester and buxton and I doubt you will be as sick as I 
was when I tell you that I paid 18s. for riding. We changed horses 4 times and 
every time we had to pay a fresh coachman that made it 20s . . .'. (T. S. Ashton, 
An Eighteenth Century Industrialist: Peter Stubs of Warrington, 1756-1806, 
(Manchester, 1939), p. 142.) A determined passenger might however refuse to 
give the tip. (C. P. Moritz, Journal of a German in England in 1782, (1965), 
p. 180.)

5 Liverpool General Advertiser, 15 Jan. 1789; 16 April 1789; 21 May 1789.
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this kind had happened to the Resolution, that the Bremen 
voyage had proved unprofitable, and that the owners were 
blaming the master, Andrew Ross. At the same time another 
Kirkwall shipmaster, James Craigie, whose sloop, the Friendship, 
had been wrecked early in 1789 on the East coast at Holy Island, 
was looking for a ship. Omond and his uncle had evidently 
decided to replace Ross by Craigie as master of the Resolution. 
Omond had the unpleasant task of sacking Ross and taking 
charge of the brig for a week, pending arrival of the new captain 
from London. During this period he also sacked three of the 
crew for insolence, and a fourth seaman walked off in sympathy.

OMOND IN LIVERPOOL, 19 JUNE to 14 JULY 1789

When Omond reached Liverpool he went to an inn (2s. 6d. for 
supper and bed) for one night, then found private lodgings at 
14s. per week, but moved on board the Resolution as soon as it 
docked on 24 June. It took him a week and threats of legal 
action to persuade Ross to hand over the ship's register and settle 
his accounts. In this Omond was assisted by the Liverpool 
attorney William Statham, brother of Thomas Statham the post­ 
master, and father and grandfather of two later town clerks of 
Liverpool.

Omond collected the freight due on the Gothenburg cargo of 
wood and iron from William Ker a Liverpool merchant with 
Edinburgh connections and for the dried fish cargo from the 
firm of Braun and Bekenn, two Germans resident in Liverpool 
who specialised in trade with Bremen. The diary shows that one 
of Omond's first business contacts in Liverpool was John 
Gladstone (later Sir John, and father of W. E. Gladstone). On 
20 June Omond paid 2d. to be shown the way to Gladstone's 
office, and on 7 July Gladstone cashed a bill for 25 guineas 
drawn on the Edinburgh banking house of Sir William Forbes 
and Co., who were Georee Omond's bankers until his death in 
1813.

Another name mentioned by Omond was 'Mr Rathbone' who 
was paid 2s. 9d. on 7 July for postages incurred on Omond's 
behalf. This was presumably William Rathbone III (1726-89) 
who died in August 1789 after a few days' illness."The cargoes of 
wood salvaged from the Nancy and carried to Liverpool in 1788 
had been consigned to the firm of Rathbone and Benson. It 
seems likely that letters from Orkney were addressed to Omond 
care of this firm.

6 Liverpool General Advertiser, \ 3 Aug. 1789.
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Omond supervised the discharging of the Resolution's cargo of 
wood, iron and stockfish, having engaged three 'unloaders' at 
2s. 3d. each per day to assist the depleted crew. He then got the 
crew to clean out the hold, and employed a blockmaker, John 
Dorlin, and a carpenter, to repair the ship's pump and to fit 
bulkheads in the hold, so that he could take on a bulk cargo of 
Cheshire salt for the Baltic. An interesting point about the block- 
maker's bill, which totalled 26s., is that only 10s. was paid in 
cash and the remainder in the form of six pairs of oars valued at 
2s. 8d. per pair. (The Gothenburg cargo had included 12 pairs of 
oars purchased on the ship's account, not on commission).

The salt came in three flats, presumably from Northwich, and 
was loaded direct into the Resolution. The entry in the Elsinore 
Toll Book for 20 August 1789 (see Appendix) shows the total 
weight of the Resolution's cargo of salt as '43|- lasts', i.e. 
approximately 87 tons. Omond found that he could not take all 
the load of the third flat, and it may be assumed that each of the 
three flats carried 30 tons of salt and that three tons from the 
third flat had to be left behind. This led to a delay of two days 
while the rejected salt was being weighed.

To replace the four members of the crew who had been paid 
off at Liverpool, Omond recruited three seamen at 30s. per 
month, thus leaving the Resolution short of one man. Since he 
himself was to be a passenger as far as Kirkwall on the voyage 
outward from Liverpool, he may have regarded himself as a 
stand-by member of the crew. The following extract from his 
diary (see fig. 10) shows how much he had been impressed by the 
detailed rules applied by Liverpool shipowners in dealing with 
their seamen:

(Friday July 10) The merchants are very strict with respect to the seamen 
and the Sundry byelaws made for their regulation thereof. When a vessel 
sails from Liverpool the Seamen shipt at that place are not intitled to any of 
their months wages untill five days after they go round the Rock7 as it is 
called, nor does their months pay commence till they go round and how 
soon the vessel comes in past that Rock, the Seamen are unshipt, and if the 
Vessel has come from the West Indies, the People are obliged to unload but 
if from any part in Europe caled foreign they are not bound to do it unless 
they are paid at the rate of 2s. p day, or their months wages continued. 
Vessels in the Coasting Trade the Seamen are obliged to load and unload, 
for which they get either victuals on board the ship or something for 
subsistance.

This entry is the only one in which Omond displays anything 
like enthusiasm. An indication of how much he left out of the 
diary can be seen by considering what happened on Sunday 21 
June, two days after his arrival in Liverpool. The weather on that

7 The Perch Rock, New Brighton.
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Sunday was so terrible that even 32 years later Gore's Liverpool 
Directory was still recording it as one of the main Liverpool 
events of 1789. 'A tremendous thunderstorm, with heavy rain, 
the lower parts of the town completely inundated'. But George 
Omond's complete entry for that day was: 'Sunday 21. all day 
reading and walking about'.

On Sunday 28 June he met an Orkney acquaintance, 'Mr 
Beaton', probably Magnus Beaton, a Stromness shipmaster and 
shipowner who had Liverpool connections. He would be able to 
advise Omond about the handling of ship's business in Liverpool 
and they talked for two hours.

SEAMEN'S SIXPENCES

The most interesting items in Omond's accounts are perhaps 
his calculations of the money due to the seamen discharged at 
Liverpool. Take as an example the statement for 'Mitchell 
Hammer' (a Scottish way of saying 'Michael Hamer' a good 
enough Liverpool name):

£ s. d.
To Sundries from Mr Ross 452 
To Greenwich Hospital 4 7 
1789 July 4 To Balance pd 960

13 15 9

This deduction of 4s. 7d. for 'Greenwich Hospital' from Harrier's 
wages represents the so-called 'Seamen's Sixpences', the payment 
of sixpence per month by every seaman for the support of the 
naval hospital at Greenwich. This tax was instituted by William 
HI in 1696 and continued until 1834.

The annual totals of the seamen's sixpences have been used by 
Professor R. Davis as an index of the fluctuation of shipping 
activity at different ports and for different years. 8 The entries in 
Omond's wages statements permit us to make another kind of 
calculation. The four seamen who were discharged at Liverpool 
on 26 June 1789 paid respectively 4s. 7d., 4s. 5d., 4s. 4d. and 
4s. 4d., which means that the first had been employed for just 
over 9 months and the other three for just under 9 months. There 
is no record in the Liverpool newspapers of the date of departure 
of the Resolution for Bremen, but it can be deduced from the 
figures for the seamen's sixpences that the voyage to Bremen

8 R. Davis, 'Seamen's Sixpences; An Index of Commercial Activity 1697- 
1828', Economica, new series 23 (1956), pp. 328-43.
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began in late September or early October 1788. Knowing the 
duration of the voyage and the total wage for each seaman, it is 
also possible to calculate their monthly wage, which comes out 
at 30s. or 30s. 6d. It will be remembered that the seamen engaged 
by Omond in July 1789 were to get 30s. per month.

THE VOYAGE NORTH

After loading the last lot of salt and getting cleared at the 
Custom House, the Resolution, with the pilot on board, left dock 
on Tuesday 14 July, lay in the river for two days awaiting a 
favourable wind, and sailed for Scotland on Thursday 16th. 
Nothing much needs to be said about the voyage north, except 
that the diary shows Omond's interest in navigation tides, 
winds and observations of latitude. They passed Cape Wrath on 
30 July (two weeks after leaving the Mersey), sent some letters 
ashore to Stromness by a passing boat, sailed through Scapa 
Flow and anchored in Kirkwall Bay on Friday 31 July. That is 
the end of the diary.

FURTHER HISTORY OF THE RESOLUTION

It is possible from various sources to construct a tolerably 
complete list of the voyages made by the Resolution between her 
building at Kirkwall in 1787, and the beginning of 1791 when 
she was wrecked near Cromer. These sources, which sometimes 
give details of cargo, are the shipping news in Liverpool, 
Glasgow and East Anglian newspapers, and also the Elsinore 
Toll Records which listed the cargoes of all vessels passing into 
and out of the Baltic. The relevant extracts are quoted in the 
Appendix.

In 1788 the Resolution made two trips from Orkney to Liver­ 
pool with salvage cargoes of timber, and sailed later in the year 
from Liverpool to Bremen with an unknown cargo.

In June 1789 she arrived back in Liverpool with wood, iron 
bars and stockfish. In July of that year she took 87 tons of salt to 
Stockholm, calling at Kirkwall and Elsinore. The return cargo 
from Stockholm, consisting of iron bars and wood, arrived in 
Liverpool in November 1789.

There is then a gap in the information until May 1790, when 
the Resolution passed through the Sound in ballast on her way 
from Leith to St Petersburg, where she picked up a cargo of flax, 
iron, pot ashes and miscellaneous goods for Leith, paying toll at
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Elsinore on 9 August 1790. In late October 1790 she took a cargo 
of salt from Yarmouth to Scotland. Another hiatus, and finally 
we learn that early in 1791 the Resolution was ashore on her way 
from London to the Tyne.

GEORGE OMOND AND HIS FAMILY

Omond was 29 at the time of his trip to Liverpool. In 1801 his 
uncle died and he became sole partner of the firm of John Reid 
and Co. In 1803 he married Jean McKinlay, niece of another 
Kirkwall merchant, who had been brought up in Golden 
Square, Soho, a few hundred yards from Piccadilly Circus. They 
had two daughters who died young, and three sons.

When Omond died in 1813 he had over £6,000 in his Edin­ 
burgh banking account, owned a farm and a good deal of house 
and business property, and was part owner of four sailing vessels. 
His widow settled in Edinburgh, and all three sons graduated at 
Edinburgh University. The eldest, John Reid Omond, became a 
parish minister in Perthshire and a Doctor of Divinity. The 
second son, Robert, took a medical degree and became President 
of the Royal Society of Physicians of Edinburgh. He married 
Mary Eliza Traill, daughter of Dr T. S. Traill who had left 
Liverpool in 1833 to be Professor of Forensic Medicine at 
Edinburgh. The third son also studied medicine but died a few 
years after graduating. George Omond's diary was preserved in 
the family of his eldest son.
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APPENDIX

THE BRIG RESOLUTION OF KIRKWALL, 1787-91

1 Liverpool Customs Subsidiary Register (Other Ports), 3 June 1788:
Resolution, Andrew Ross master, built at Grain near Kirkwall in the 
County of Orkney in 1787. A square-sterned brig, 1 lljr tons burden, no 
gallery, no figure, 1 deck, 2 masts. Extreme breadth 20' 9", extreme length 
aloft 65' 10", depth of hold 10' 9i". Registered at Kirkwall 1st April 1788, 
John Gordon, Land Surveyor. Owners: John Reid, Gilbert Linay and 
George Omond, Merchants in Kirkwall.

2 Liverpool General Advertiser, 5 June 1788:
(Arrival) The Resolution, Ross, with deals belonging to the Nancy, Wither- 
all, of London, from Christiania, stranded at Kirkwall, in May 1787.

3 Liverpool General Advertiser, 4 Sept. 1788:
(Arrival) The Resolution, Ross, from Orkneys, with a quantity of deals, 
part of the cargo of the Nancy, Wetherel, stranded in May 1787, for 
Rathbone and Benson.
(Advertisement) For Bremen, the good brig Resolution, Andrew Ross 
master, A British Vessel, Burthen 160 tons, and not above twelve months 
old, will sail in a few days, most of her cargo being already engaged. For 
freight or passage apply to Messrs Wagner, v.d. Busch and Brockman or to 
Hugh Aylmer, Broker, No 16 Cleveland-Square.

4 Liverpool General Advertiser, 18 Dec. 1788:
Ships News: The Resolution, Ross, from hence at Benin [sic], 24th Nov. 
[Printer's error for Bremen]

5 Liverpool General Advertiser, 2 July 1789:
(Arrival) The Resolution, A. Ross, from Bremen and Gottenburgh, with 
25 c 1 qr 10 stockfish for Braun and Bekenn 4725 bars iron 10 c 2 qr deals 
for W. Ker 24 oars 24 deal ends said master.

6 Elsinore Sound Toll Book, 20 Aug. 1789 [translation]
2363. James Cragie of Kirkwall from Liverpool for Stockholm with

43i Lasts Salt 21 i - 12 
Portage i - 12

Beaconage

25 Rix Dollars
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7 Elsinore Sound Toll Book. 21 Oct. 1789 [translation] 

3268. James Cragie of Kirkwall from Stockholm for Liverpool with

926 Shippounds 10J Lispounds 
bar iron 77 - 11 
36 dozen 7-E11 boards - - 16 
1 barrel tar - - 2

77J - 5 
Portage 3-5

74| - - 
Beaconage 4 - -

78J Rix Dollars

8 Liverpool General Advertiser, 12 Nov. 1789:
(Arrival) The Resolution, J. Craigie, from Stockholm, with 7476 bars iron, 
3 c 3 qrs deals for J. Hutton.

9 Elsinore Sound Toll Book, 15 May 1907 [translation]
831. James Gragie of Kirkwall from Leith for St. Petersburg in ballast

Beaconage 2 Rix Dollars 
10 Elsinore Sound Toll Book, 9 Aug. 1790 [translation]

2248. James Cragie of [sic] and for Leith from St. Petersburg with

189 Shippounds Bar Iron 15i - 12
108 Shippounds fine Flax 27 - -
382 Shippounds Pot ashes 31J - 17
Sundries, value 550 rd 5J - -

80-5 
Portage 3-5

77 - - 
Beaconage 4 - -

81 Rix Dollars

11 The Norfolk Chronicle or the Norfolk Gazette, 30 Oct. 1790:
26 Oct. 1790, Resolution, Craigie, sailed from Yarmouth for Scotland with 
salt.

12 The Glasgow Advertiser and Evening Intelligencer, 7 to 11 Feb. 1791 :
The Resolution, Craigie, from London for Shields is on shore near Cromer. 
Crew saved.

(a) Liverpool General Advertiser cargo lists:
In these, 'c' and 'qr' mean long hundred (120) and quarter hundred (30) 
respectively; e.g. '25 c 1 qr 10 stockfish' means 3,000 + 30+10 = 3,040 
stockfish.

(b) Elsinore cargo lists:
The shippound = 300 Ibs avoirdupois and the lispound 15 Ibs. Toll calcu­ 
lations are in Rix dollars, half dollars and Stivers. 1 Rix dollar (sterling 
value in the eighteenth century about 4s. 6d.) = 48 Stivers. The rebate items 
translated as 'Portage' (in Danish 'F0ring') are taken to be equivalent to the 
English Customs term as defined by Mr R. C. Jarvis:

'Portage', an allowance paid by the Customs to the master of a vessel for 
having made correct declarations as to his cargo and stores.' (Custom 
Letter Books of the Port of Liverpool 1711-1813, Chetham Society, 6, third 
Series, p. 171).


