
Millar’s reply to Hume 

In Millar’s reply to Hume, Millar’s handwriting is tightly spaced, and individual letters often look 

similar—e.g., in the first line, the e and c of recd, and the u and n of Sunday. It’s sometimes difficult 

to distinguish letters with long strokes, such as upper case J and I, or lower case t and l. Also similar 

are the lower case letter f, and the long S which was still common in the mid-18thC. Millar also 

regularly gave an initial capital to words within his sentences.  

 

Usually these similarities aren’t a problem; we read words, not individual letters. But if a word is 

uncertain, and can’t be guessed from the context of the sentence, you’ll have to start by deciphering 

individual letters.  

 

Being able to recognise abbreviations will help. The most common abbreviations signify frequently 

used words: ye for the; yt for that; yo for you, and yr for your. Note that the abbreviation is 

superscripted, as in Mr, Mrs, and Dr. Other abbreviations belong to standard opening or closing 

phrases, e.g. your favr of the 18th I recd on Sunday, and Dr Sr, Yr most Obed hum Svt.   

 

What about words which were scored through, overwritten, or blotted by the writer’s ink, or those 

which over time have faded, or worn away at the paper’s edge? Start by thinking about context—

what’s the letter-writer talking about? If it’s unclear, are there extant letters dated immediately 

before or after this one which would help?  

 

Next, look at personal handwriting style. If you compare this in different parts of the letter, looking 

especially at how individual letters are formed, you can make an informed guess about difficult 

words. The illustration of Millar’s handwriting in the text introduction to this video is a good 

example: 

  

The word (or words) written close to the right-hand edge are difficult to read. Look at what comes 

before and after in the sentence: If Fame and ye Testimony of the Judicious & sensible of all Nations 

is any Motive and also Interest these you have Strong on [...] and I am sure for my self the latter is ye 

greatest yo can do me. Increase the size of the scanned text—this makes it easier to see which 

upstrokes and downstrokes belong to which letters. The last three letters are i, d, e (compare the d 

with the same letter in the word immediately below). What looks like the first letter clearly 

resembles the letter y elsewhere in the text. There’s also a mark which could be a superscript 

abbreviation.  

 

This suggests that in fact you’re looking at two words. This interpretation is supported by the long 

stroke letter which could be an initial capital. Look at the shape of this letter, and compare it with 



other initial capitals—it’s similar to the capital S of Strong, Stewarts, and Seize. So this word could be 

Side.  

 

If the second word is Side, what’s the first? What might the superscript abbreviation be? Again, 

compare. It doesn’t look like the e in ye, or the o in yo. However, the superscript r two lines below (in 

yr Pride) is similar.  

 

So the sentence can be interpreted as If Fame and ye Testimony of the Judicious & sensible of all 

Nations is any Motive and also Interest these you have Strong on yr Side and I am sure for my self the 

latter is ye greatest yo can do me.  
 


