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Scots came to America for many different reasons; some lured by the chance to make money, others 

because of religious persecution, and some forced to leave their families and lives behind through exile 

and deportation.  In Illinois there are dozens of communities named for towns and villages back in the 

‘old country’ like Barrington, Dundee, Elgin, Midlothian and more.  Three such Scottish settlements were 

founded in Illinois between 1834 and 1844, each for different reasons. Tamarack was founded on 

health, Argyle on wealth, and Lost Prairie/Cutler on religion. Over the next hour I will discuss the 

significance of each settlement and the types of records I used to trace each community’s history.  

 

Tamarack, Will and Kendall Counties, Illinois 

Tamarack sat precisely between Plainfield and Aurora, Illinois. It was founded by Stephen Findlay who 

came to America with his wife and surviving sons in 1844. They travelled across the Atlantic to New 

Orleans and travelled up the Mississippi River to St. Louis.  

From there they came to Aurora, Illinois where they stayed 

for several months until they found a location matching the 

recommendation of Stephen’s physician. Stephen’s 

physician had urged him to find property on a rise between 

two rivers.  Stephen and his wife Sybilla had lost several of 

their adult children to tuberculosis back in Ayrshire. His 

health had been failing as well when his doctor 

recommended the move to the U.S. The Findlay’s must The 

Findlay’s quickly assume the mantle of landlord when they begin buying large tracts of land in both 

Wheatland Township, Will County and Oswego and Na-Au-Say Townships in Kendall County. The earliest 

arrivals to the Scottish Settlement, as it was known until 1852, were extended family of Stephen and his 

wife Sybilla.  Sybilla’s brother John Wyllie and her nephew 

David Ryburn arrived by 1850, By 1852 several of David’s 

mother’s kin, the Stewarts, had arrived. In 1852 Thomas Burnet 

and his wife Marian Wyllie (Sybilla’s niece), who had been living 

in Thompsonville Connecticut, arrived at the settlement.  

Thomas and Marian had travelled along the great lakes and 

while in Detroit purchased four Tamarack trees which they 

brought, by wagon, to the settlement.  These trees gave name 

to the settlement, which has been called Tamarack ever since.   

By 1848 the Findlay’s were holding worship in their home to a 

small group of relations and miscellaneous Scottish settlers. By 

1856 these members had raised enough money through subscription to build their first church. In the 

fall of 1856, Wheatland Presbyterian Church opened its doors, free of debt, with roughly two dozen 
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members. Church records and session minutes tell the story of these families arriving at the settlement. 

The church was the center of the community and was the moral and religious authority. Few families 

were spared the watchful eye of the session.   The Session is a group of religious elders who are 

responsible for the management and oversight of the church and its flock. The appointed members of 

the Session were held in the highest regard and were expected to uphold the ‘laws’ of the church.  

These laws make for enticing reading in the 21st century.  In 1856 Mr. and Mrs. Brown were brought 

before the session for swearing. They were required to repent in front of the congregation to be 

returned to full-status members. Sisters slandering each other; public drunkenness; petty arguments 

between neighbors are all recorded in the session minutes.  

The church was not just the religious core of the community, but the educational center as well.  Two 

schools opened at Tamarack; the Church School, as it was called and Tamarack School one mile down 

the road. Records for both schools are housed at the 

Little White School Museum in Oswego, IL. Each 

school offered a similar curriculum of reading, 

writing, arithmetic, and geography. Each one room 

schoolhouse had an average of 12 to 15 students 

ranging in age from 5 or 6 to 12 or 13. The earliest 

records for the Church School date to 1873 and 1903 

for Tamarack School. Both schools were closed when 

the consolidated school district was formed in the 

early 1950s. Even though the schools closed years 

before, the church is still a vibrant center for this 

tight-knit community. Social clubs, book groups, 

knitting circles, bible studies all keep members involved. Sunday worship plus annual picnics and holiday 

celebrations keep the descendants of these original Scottish settlers still connected to each other and 

the community their ancestor’s built 170 years ago.  

 

Types of records used to research Tamarack and its families: 

Church Records  Vital Records  Township Records  Session Minutes  

Cemetery Records Diaries   Newspapers   School Records 

County Histories Letters   Photo Albums   Scrapbooks 

Court Records  Maps   Plat Books   Interviews 

 

Lost Prairie/Cutler, Perry County, Illinois 

Cutler, Illinois originally known as Lost Prairie was founded on religion circa 1820.  Just inside the Perry 

County line opposite Randolph County, Illinois. Cutler currently has a population just over 500 people.  

The saga of Cutler Presbyterian Church dates back to the Killing Time in 17th century Scotland when the 

King of England fought to secure religious authority over the Presbyterian Church.  Those staunch 

resisters like the McClure, Paton, and Wyllie families who stuck to the covenants of the Established 
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Church refused the authority of the crown

religious supremacy.  By the end of the 1680s many 

Counties) were either fleeing to Northern Ireland or 

being executed or exiled to the British 

these emigrants arrived in Pennsylv

As time marched on, some of these families began the slow migration

Revolutionary War a group of these 

Conflicts were arising between the numerous Baptist Churches and the handful of Presbyterian 

Churches.  Whole congregations were picking up and moving to the “free States” of Ohio, Indiana

Illinois.  In 1826 a small group of men headed west from Cheste

Richmond Covenanter Presbyterian Church. 

Presbyterian churches disbanded. M

moved to Sparta in Randolph County

early 1830s.  

The Concord Presbyterian Church was founded in 1842 under the leadership of Rev. Harshaw. The 

original subscribing families were the 

Cunningham and McMillan families. Previous to 1842 the 

group would meet irregularly at different settler’s cabins.  A 

schism forced a split within the Concord Church and Rev. 

Harshaw along with 48 members, including the McClure’s, 

moved their congregation a mile outside of 

Illinois. They built a church in 1871 to hold 200 worshipers. In 

1874 Rev. Harshaw died leaving the church without a minister 

for six years. In 1880 a new minister was appointed. Feeling 

that the church was too far from town, they moved the 

church to its current location on Ervin Street in Cutler, IL. 

cemetery, known as Old Mound remained the burial place for 

Cutler’s Presbyterians where graves date back to the 1830s. 

Reformed Presbyterian Church. Worship is still held every Sunday morning at 10:00 a.m.

 

authority of the crown; and for nearly six decades battles were fought

religious supremacy.  By the end of the 1680s many Covenanters (largely from Ayr, Renfrew

Northern Ireland or America to avoid persecution. If caught

British Colonies like America and Australia as punishment.  Many of 

these emigrants arrived in Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and East Jersey Colonies.  

se families began the slow migration south into Virginia. By the 

Revolutionary War a group of these Covenanter families, who remained staunchly against British rule, 

had settled in North Carolina in Mecklenburg County.  

McClure’s, they fought honorably during the Revolution and were 

awarded land grants for their military service in Chester and 

Fairfield counties in South Carolina. Several churches were 

established in those years surrounding the Revolutionary War. The 

McClure’s were active in the Fishing Creek Presbyterian 

Rocky Creek Presbyterian Church, and the Catholic Presbyterian 

Church.  The McClure’s intermarried with the Richmond family who 

had begun the Richmond Covenanter Presbyterian Church in 1783. 

By the 1810s these Presbyterians, who were staunch Abolitionists, 

were increasingly outspoken about their views on slavery

becoming unsafe in the south to be so vocal in their views.  

onflicts were arising between the numerous Baptist Churches and the handful of Presbyterian 

Churches.  Whole congregations were picking up and moving to the “free States” of Ohio, Indiana

Illinois.  In 1826 a small group of men headed west from Chester, SC looking for a new home for the 

Richmond Covenanter Presbyterian Church. In 1828 a suitable location was found and 

. Many members of these congregations, including the 

ty, Illinois.  The McClure’s joined the other families at Sparta
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They built a church in 1871 to hold 200 worshipers. In 

1874 Rev. Harshaw died leaving the church without a minister 

. In 1880 a new minister was appointed. Feeling 

that the church was too far from town, they moved the 

hurch to its current location on Ervin Street in Cutler, IL. The 

cemetery, known as Old Mound remained the burial place for 

where graves date back to the 1830s. Today, the church is known as the Cutler 

orship is still held every Sunday morning at 10:00 a.m.
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Types of Records Used to Trace Lost Prairie/Cutler Families and Their Migration 

Church Records  Vital Records  Newspapers   Interviews 

County Histories Letters   Deeds/Land Patents  Photo Albums 

Court Records  Cemetery Records Maps    Family Histories 

 

Argyle, Boone and Winnebago Counties, IL 

Founded on wealth, or lack thereof, Argyle, on the Winnebago-Boone county line, was settled by George 

and John Armour and John Greenlee. Greenlee a native of Campbeltown in Argyll, fled Scotland to avoid 

debtor’s prison.  Many of the early arrivals to the fledgling community were poor friends and relations. 

Greenlee lived on his nephews’ land for a couple of years and began purchasing land on the boundary 

between Boone and Winnebago Counties in 1841. In those first 

years on the wild frontier, Helen Greenlee described the 

sounds of wolves near their cabin at night and Winnebago 

squaws and their babies stopping for food. Other kinsman from 

the Mull of Kintyre began arriving once word spread of the 

ample opportunities and fertile soil. It quickly became known 

as the Scotch Settlement or Scotch Grove, but wasn’t officially 

named Argyle until 1859 when a post office and railroad stop 

was created. 

In 1850 the First Scotch Presbyterian Church of Willow Creek 

was erected and held a congregation of about 40 families.  By 1877, they had outgrown their space. A 

new church was begun that year. The brick church was built to hold over 1,000 worshipers and was the 

largest Presbyterian Church outside of Chicago. Rev. Ely was the minister and oversaw the building 

project which cost over $13,000. The congregation averted a rather serious schism in 1884 over 

purchasing an organ and allowing music during worship. This divided the congregation between more 

conservative Reformed Presbyterians and those more liberal in thought. Their minister Thomas 

MacLaughlin, disheartened by the opposition, resigned over the incident. February 2017 marks the 

140th anniversary of the current church and nearly 175 years of Presbyterian Worship.  

 

Types of Records used to track the settlement of Argyle, Illinois 

County Histories  Newspapers  Family Histories   Photos 

 

Scottish Migration Websites 

o 1718 Migration: www.1718migration.org.uk  

o Education Scotland Migration and Empire: 

www.educationscotland.gov.uk/higherscottishhistory/migrationandempire  
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o National Archives of Scotland: Migration  

www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/statistics/statistics.../migration 

o Scots to Canada: www.scotstocanada.com  

o Migration Observatory  

www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/commentary/scottish-diaspora-and-scottish-independence  

o Scots Migration Lists: www.olivetreegenealogy.com/ships/scotstousa.shtml  

o Scottish Emigration Blog http://scottishemigration.blogspot.com  

o UK and Ireland Genealogy www.genuki.org.uk/big/Emigration  

 

Scottish Migration Books 

o Campey, Lucille.  An Unstoppable Force: The Scottish Exodus to Canada. Toronto, CA. Dundrum 

Group. 2008. 

o Dobson, David. Ships from Scotland to America 1628-1828. Baltimore, MD. Genealogical Publishing 

Company. 1998. 

o Dobson, David. The Original Scots Colonists of Early America 1612-1783. Baltimore. Genealogical 

Publishing Co. 1989. 

o Laslett, John H. Colliers Across the Sea: A Comparative Study of Class Formation in Scotland and the 

American Midwest 1830-1924. Urbana, IL. University of Illinois Press. 2000. 

o Maxwell, Ian. Tracing Your Scottish Ancestors; A guide for family history. “Immigration and 

Emigration” 127-141. Barnsley, U.K. Pen and Sword Books. 2013. 

o McCarthey, Angela. A Global Clan: Scottish Migrant Networks and Identities Since the Eighteenth 

Century. New York, NY. Tauris Academic Studies.  2006. 

o McCarthey, Angela. Global Migrations: The Scottish Diaspora since 1600. Edinburgh, UK. Edinburgh 

University Press. 2016. 

o MacMillan, Thomas. Scots and their Descendants in Illinois. Illinois State Journal Company. 

Springfield, IL. 1922.  

o National Archives of Scotland. Tracing Your Scottish Ancestors: a Guide to Ancestry Research in the 

National Archives of Scotland. Glasgow. Mercat Press. 2004. 


