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Ida Merry Maternity Home and 
Bowmont Child Welfare Centre 

101 Church Street and Craigmonie, Annfield Road 
 
The Ida Merry Home, unlike other nursing 
homes in Inverness, was solely for maternity.  
Mrs Ida Merry of Belladrumi (left) was a 
prominent supporter of health care.  She was 
involved in many local organisations such as 
a Ladies District Aid Committee to the 
Infirmary which she set up and chaired in 
1911.  She was later one of the Infirmary’s 
managers and, in 1918, unsuccessfully 
petitioned them to support a Child Welfare 
Centre.  Around 1919, she and others 

purchased and converted a house at 101 Church Street Inverness ‘for the 
purpose of giving advice to mothers about their own and their children’s 
health’.  Lady Roxburghe donated £720 through the Children’s Jewel 
Fundii and the Centre was named after her son, Lord Bowmont.iii 1 
 
The Mothers Welcome or Bowmont Child Welfare Centre had ‘large 
numbers of mothers each Tuesday’ who, free of charge, consulted local 
doctor Dr J Mackenzie and presumably the matron who also did home 
visits.iv  Matron was a fully qualified nurse and there were one or two 
probationers.  In 1925, there were 15 births in the Centre and, by then, 
it contained a three bed maternity ward, labour ward and isolation area.  

 
i Hon. Ida Helen Lizzie Chetwynd (1860-1950) married Archibald Merry, son of 
James Merry MP a Glasgow industrialist who purchased Belladrum in 1858. 
ii The Children’s Jewel Fund began in London in 1917. Wealthy women donated 
jewellery for child welfare. When it stopped in 1920 it had raised £700,000. Lady 
Roxburghe has no obvious Inverness connection and her gift is likely to be the result 
of a social connection with Mrs Merry. 
iii Title of the eldest son of the Duke and Duchess of Roxburghe. 
iv  In the mid-1920s she apparently made over 3,000 visits annually. 
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The maternity ward cost £4 per fortnight, which was the length of time 
mothers were expected to stay, although mothers requiring financial 
assistance could have their fees reduced.  Cases requiring medical 
intervention were not admitted and were more likely to use the Infirmary.  
The facility was for the wives of working men and it seems to have set 
fees to suit families who would not have been able to afford Inverness 
nursing homes. 2 
 
The Centre received a grant from the Scottish Board of Health and, as 
part of the voluntary scheme of child welfare, received a grant from the 
Burgh (£60 in 1924).  However, that was about to change.  There was 
apparently a power struggle over control of child welfare between the 
Centre and the Burgh (represented by Dr MacDonald, MOH).  The 
Burgh wanted the Centre to keep records of cases according to the 
Burgh’s format and wanted the Burgh health visitor to attend the Centre 
weekly to ensure sufficient coordination between her work and that of 
the Centre, especially the conduct of matron’s home visits.  The MOH 
also required to inspect the Centre premises.  The Centre had agreed to 
most of this but communications broke down, apparently over the 
management of the matron’s work, and the Bowmont Centre handed 

over its child welfare 
service to Inverness 
Burgh Council 
which, in 1926, 
transferred the 
service to the Forbes 
Dispensary as part of 
its Child Welfare 
Scheme.  The loss of 
child welfare was a 
considerable change 
for the Centre which, 

in 1923, had actually considered closing its maternity wards to make 
room for the expanding child welfare.3 
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In early 1925, the Highland Maternity and Child Welfare Unioni had 
issued an appeal for funds towards a proposed 12 bed maternity hospital 
in Inverness.  It is not clear if this was intended to be at 101 Church 
Street but, with the loss of child welfare, the Centre was refurbished, a 
ward was added and it re-opened as the seven bed Ida Merry Maternity 
Home (photograph of new ward on previous page).  As before, the 
Home was for the wives of working men in Inverness.  Unmarried 
mothers were admitted if there was space although it appears that the 
policy was to keep them apart from married ones.  There was a private 
(single) ward which, at £4 per week, was double the cost of the other 
ward, but was said to be ‘very successful’.  By November 1926, there had 
been 28 cases in the Home including one unmarried mother and five 
private patients.  Staff consisted of matron, nurse and probationer nurse 
but demand increased and, around 1930, a midwife was appointed.  By 
then, patients came from as far as Perthshire and Sutherland.4 
 
In 1924, the Home had 5 trustees – Mrs Merry and ‘4 gentlemen’ - and 
was ‘managed by a committee of ladies’ (there were 11 of them in 1926).  
There was much fund raising among the small number of subscribers 
towards a £10,000 endowment fund.  While the target seems ambitious, 
the venture was supported by a large number of prominent people.  In 
1928, the Duchess of Somerset opened a well-attended fete at Belladrum 
(to which the Queen sent a gift) and, by August 1929, the endowment 
fund had reached £4,000.5 
 
Given the increasing funds and patient numbers, a larger house was 
required and, in 1931, the Homeii transferred to Craigmonieiii, Annfield 
Road which Mr Merry had bought for £2,400, receiving £600 from the 
sale of the Church Street premises.  In September 1931, Craigmonie was 
opened by Lady Bertha Dawkings, Lady in Waiting to the Queen, who 
delivered the Queen’s personal message.  The photo on the next page 

 
i Duchess of Sutherland president, Lady Lovat vice president, Mrs Merry treasurer. 
ii Its former premises at 101 Church Street became a youth hostel in 1932. 
iii Now the hotel. 
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shows Ida Merry on the left with Lady 
Dawkins.  The number of cases continued to 
rise (table below) but more cases were sought 
including those who could afford only a small 
contribution towards the fees.  This suggests a 
desire to broaden the clientele and partly 
explains the need for regular fund raising 
although evidence also suggests that Inverness 
nursing homes were not very profitable.6 
 
The Home was now a much larger 
establishment which required more 
maintenance and more staffing.  In the mid to 

late 1930s, there were usually four nurses employed along with matron, 
maid, cook and gardener.  Fund raising was remarkably successful and 
the Home continued to benefit from the support of those prominent in 
local affairs.  For example, in 1935, a public appeal was made by Sir 
Murdoch Macdonald MP and a garden fete at Belladrum was opened by 
Mrs Mackintosh of Mackintosh.  In 1937, the Home topped the BBC 
radio appeals. However, despite all this effort, there was an ongoing 
deficit of over £100 p.a.  By 1937, the accumulated deficit was over £600 
and Mrs Merry was now in her late 70s which did not bode well for the 
future development of the Home.7 
 

Ida Merry Home number of cases (selected years) 
Year Cases Notes 
1926 28  
1930 56 4 beds are now endowed. 
1934 80 Now 10 beds. 
1935 89  
1936 116 Cases from Banffshire, Perthshire, Ross-shire & Sutherland. 
1937 132  
1939 115 Said to have about half of Inverness confinements. 
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In January 1939, Mrs Merry, now mainly living in London,i offered to 
transfer the Home to Inverness Burgh.  The Burghii was in difficulties 
because, as well as fulfilling the 1937 Maternity Act, it had to provide 29 
beds for potential wartime evacuees and discussions with the RNI on 
taking maternity cases were not going well.  In August 1939, the Burgh 
met with Mrs Merry who had ‘no objection to accommodation being 
provided for unmarried mothers at the Ida Merry Home provided they 
were kept separate from married women.’  She also wanted the Burgh to 
name a ward ‘the Ida Merry Ward’ in any future Maternity Hospital and 
that the ward be solely for married women.  The Burgh, due to the 
‘extreme urgency of circumstances’, provisionally agreed to take over the 
Home from 1st October 1939 and subsequent admissions to it were 
apparently through the Burgh MOH with the aim of a joint 
administration along with Rosedene Maternity Hospital.  However, as 
well as requiring refurbishment there were difficulties over the Home 
finances and, as a result, the Burgh pulled out of the negotiations.  By 
then, the Home was £800 in debt and in, August 1940, it was decided to 
close it until this debt could be cleared.  There was considerable local 
concern since there appeared to be no alternative,iii Rosedene being only 
for serious cases.  Local organisations, including the local British Medical 
Association, appealed to the Burgh and to Mrs Merry who agreed to keep 
the home open for three months to allow a rescue plan.  It continued 
beyond that but, despite further fund raising, the Home, with a debt of 
over £2,000, finally closed on 16 December 1941.8 
 

Matrons9 
 

 
 

  

 
i She was still a director of the Infirmary in the late 1940s. 
ii Along with the County. 
iii The other nursing homes were too expensive for ordinary families. 

1925-29 Miss Mackenzie  - retires. 
1929-31 Miss Moodie – came from Viewhill. 
1931-4 Miss Cruickshank. 
1934-41 Miss Brydie. 
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