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Preface

Between the early eighteenth and the middle decades of the nineteenth century Scottish society was transformed. This was the period of industrialisation, of urbanisation and of major changes in agriculture and rural society. The rate of town and city growth was among the fastest in Western Europe, migration and emigration accelerated and the traditional way of life in the Highland and Lowland countryside was brought to an end through the pressures of market demand and landlord strategy.

Such a major upheaval over a relatively limited period of time could not have occurred without increasing social tension to some degree. Yet the traditional historical interpretation suggests that the economic revolution in Scotland did not stimulate much unrest. Some argue that the development of a modern industrial society took place relatively smoothly, and that such episodes of collective protest as did occur were isolated, sporadic, futile and unrepresentative.

In recent years, a number of studies have appeared which challenge this orthodoxy. The publication of the papers in the volume, first given in the Scottish Historical Studies Seminar at Strathclyde University in 1988–89, continue that process by suggesting that both overt and covert protest was more common, enduring and diverse than is usually supposed. Social dissent was vigorous and widespread in Scotland, and encompassed the spheres of politics, economy and religion. At the same time, however, as two of the chapters make clear, the established structure of power and authority was also very resilient. At the beginning of the period the landed class was dominant; even by the middle decades of the nineteenth century its power had not been entirely supplanted. The reasons for this political continuity in an era of massive economic and social change are also considered.

The contributions in this volume do not claim to be complete or definitive. Rather they are attempts to address problems and ambiguities in current views about Conflict and Stability in Scottish Society in the Era of Industrialisation. They suggest some new questions and indicate possible avenues for future research. Their tone is deliberately provocative and argumentative, and in this they faithfully capture the atmosphere of the seminar series from which they derived.
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How tame were the Scottish Lowlanders during the Eighteenth Century?

Christopher A. Whatley

In 1973, Professor Eric Richards substantially altered historians’ perceptions of the Scottish Highlander. He rejected the older orthodoxy of the mute and submissive peasant, who had stoically accepted his or her removal from the land in order to make way for sheep. Instead, he revealed, Highland peasants had engaged in a series of struggles, some of them passive, others extremely violent, in opposition to the dictates of commercial farming, in a bid to retain some semblance of their traditional way of life.1

As regards the Lowlands of Scotland however, no such historical revisionism has taken place. If anything there has been a hardening of opinion around the linked notions of the uninflammability of the Scottish people2 and of the relative quiescence of Scottish society. In a recent survey of popular protest in Scotland from c.1760 to 1830, for example, W.H. Fraser came to the conclusion that in Scotland, ‘the extent and levels of popular protest … are less than … in England’.3 R.A. Houston and I. Whyte, who adopted a rather wider comparative perspective, concluded that while there was an increase in unrest in Scotland towards the end of the eighteenth century, ‘the level of disturbance was much lower than in most other European countries’.4 Eighteenth century unrest which did manifest itself in a popular form has been dismissed as ‘sporadic, largely spontaneous and short-lived … just a trial run for the working-class struggles in the nineteenth century’.5 Accordingly, it has been suggested that the problem for Scottish historians, is to account for the ‘relative lack of social discontent and either urban or peasant unrest’.6

Much scholarly effort has been directed towards this task and a variety of explanations offered. The degree of control imposed by the British government after the Union of 1707 is one,7 patronage and the ‘inculcation of deference and seemly obedience by kirk and school’, another.8 Military force on the other hand is considered to have played little part in the maintenance of order.9 Understandably, given that almost nine out of ten Scots lived on the land in 1700, most attention has been directed towards the countryside, and specifically to the ‘striking’ absence of rural protest in Lowland Scotland after the middle of the century, when both England and Ireland saw major outbreaks of agrarian disorder.10 To account for this, complex and compelling explanations have been advanced, notably by T.C. Smout and T.M. Devine.11

However, most of the work which has been done on the eerie silence of the Lowland countryside has quite properly been concerned with the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries: after all: it was in 1830 that William Cobbett had come north to ‘find out why the Scots were quiet while the English burnt the ricks’.12 Until very recently little serious investigation had been conducted in the area of social relations and popular protest, either in the countryside or the towns in the decades prior to 1780, the starting date of Kenneth Logue’s path-breaking study of popular disturbances in Scotland.13 There are many passing references to riots and other disorders in the preceding decades, yet a handful of case studies apart, a brief chapter by Logue is the only modern published source which is specifically concerned with popular protest in the eighteenth century as a whole, and even that is heavily weighted towards the 1780s and 1790s.14 Thus it is hardly surprising that the few well-known instances of popular protest have led to the conclusion that such occurrences were sporadic, or to find historians discovering the ‘emergence’ of certain sorts of activity in the later eighteenth century, and portraying them as the foundations of nineteenth-century class struggles, when in fact they may have had their roots and raison d’être in earlier times.15

Indeed, a sprinkling of published work which has appeared within the last decade suggests that Scottish society in the eighteenth century may not have been quite as calm as has been supposed hitherto. Revisionism has been most marked in the field of industrial relations. In the old-established industries of salt-making and coal-mining, it has been argued that despite their servile legal status, workers in these occupations exercised considerably more authority within the workplace than was previously thought possible amongst a social group who had been described as having suffered ‘a degradation without parallel in the history of labour in Scotland’.16 Strikes and other manifestations of collective action were commonplace. Pejorative descriptions such as that by William Black, a Fife coal grieve in the mid-eighteenth century, of the colliers employed by him as ‘Cattle’, whose ‘principle & practice [is] to Stand no longer to their bargain … if they possibly can slip the Head’, provide a powerful warning against the unqualified application of the linked concepts of paternalism and deference to the relationship between masters and men in the Scottish coalfields.17 Paternalism was by no means a constant feature of rural society either, its ‘kinder face’ being more likely to appear when tenants were in short supply.18

Examination of urban craft workers too has shown that after c.1720 combinations and strikes were as much a part of the Scottish industrial relations’ scene as in other parts of Europe, with skilled workers in Scotland no less concerned to resist ‘the changes that capitalist modernisation was bringing’.19 Indeed, because it was largely based on disputes which went to the Court of Session, and draws heavily on the experience of Edinburgh artisans, Fraser’s study almost certainly understates the extent of conflict in urban industry in Scotland, especially the smaller centres such as Perth or Aberdeen, where, for example, by the early 1760s the wool combers had formed themselves into an effective ‘Society’.20 Workers outwith the towns and the unskilled were not part of Fraser’s remit. Nor should the degree of violence which could accompany eighteenth-century trade-related disputes be overlooked.21 There is no suggestion that the early struggles over workplace control, central to the process of capitalist industrialisation, were fraught with any less difficulty for Scottish employers than was the case elsewhere.22

In this chapter, however, which adopts a wider perspective and is concerned largely with collective action in the streets, and to a lesser extent, the fields and forests, it is not proposed to re-enter the industrial relations’ arena. The principal purpose of the current exercise is to explore the possibility that what may be termed the ‘othodoxy of passivity’ might be in need of some qualification. It will be argued that in terms of the extent, nature and causes of unrest, there appear to be good grounds for suspecting that Lowland Scotland had much more in common with the rest of Europe than is currently allowed. It is quite true that Scotland did not experience the great ‘peaks of revolt’ to which Kamen has referred,23 although to concede this may be to underestimate the significance of the Malt Tax riots of 1725 and Edinburgh’s Porteous Riot in 1736. Even so, the level of violence in Scotland was undoubtedly much lower than that which occurred in some parts of Continental Europe.24 Yet the indications are that there was considerably more turmoil and stronger resistance to modernisation (some of which has already been noted) in eighteenth-century Scotland than has generally been thought. It will be suggested here that over the century as a whole, Scotland can quite comfortably be placed within the context of the ‘normal’ condition of early modern European society, that is, ‘not dormant but in a continuous state of evolution and tension’,25

Indeed, it would be surprising if it were otherwise. At the end of the seventeenth century, Scotland had been a poor, struggling nation on the northern fringes of Europe. A century later, she was well along the road to industrialisation. This dramatic transformation had necessitated fundamental changes in established ways of living and working instigated in large part by a vigorous social élite whose efforts to force change on the land, in manufacturing and in the cultural context, were largely inspired by their anxiety to emulate the wealthier and more desirable society of their English neighbours. One of the most striking aspects of change was the rate of growth of urbanisation in Scotland: in 1700 just over 5 per cent of Scotland’s inhabitants lived in towns of 10,000 plus; by 1800, 17 per cent did, which put Scotland in third place in the European league of urbanisation.26 If all towns are included, over a quarter of the Scottish population were urban dwellers by the 1790s.27

The work of which this revisionist chapter is part, is at an early stage, and so the arguments advanced here are tentative rather than the confident conclusions which can result from years of painstaking archival research. Thus far, most attention has been paid to the towns, and accordingly what follows will focus mainly on urban protest. However, in the final section of the chapter, which is shorter and rather more speculative, some attention will be paid to rural society. It is not a catalogue of hitherto undiscovered instances of peasant insurrection. However, as Bercé has observed, ‘not all discontent or frustration leads to violence’.28 In certain circumstances this is not the most appropriate response; in others it may not be possible. The absence of riot should not be confused with the existence of harmonious social relations, or the acceptance by the lower orders of acts on the part of their rulers which were perceived to be unjust, nor does it preclude the appearance of other forms of protest.

Scottish towns were considerably more turbulent than is generally allowed. Throughout the eighteenth century, from all over the country, instances can be found of popular disturbances in which a degree of violence was involved. Much of it was simply drunken boisterousness, at penny weddings, for example, perhaps fuelled by loud pipe music, the playing of which was banned at night in Aberdeen from 1731, as it led to ‘mobs & tumults in the streets’.29 Yet where those in authority did try to stamp out long-standing customs in their pursuit of a more ordered society, they could find themselves and their houses surrounded by angry, braying mobs, as in 1724, when the baillie of the burgh and barony of Duns, John Gray, tried to banish the town’s annual game of football, held on ‘Fasting’s Even’. Gray’s refusal to return the drum (the beating of which was the signal to ‘all the idle people’ to gather for the game), led to an attack on his house by a crowd of some 200 or 300 persons, and finally, a successful assault on the prison in which a woman alleged to have broken some of Gray’s windows was incarcerated.30 That the forces of social conservatism were sufficently strong to inspire a degree of violence was also discovered by Lord Findlater in 1755 when he tried to move the weekly market from Old Keith to the planned village of New Keith. His agents were attacked, beaten and forced to flee, wigless, ‘by a very great Multitude of women’.31 In other words, collective energy could readily be found running along fairly specific channels, as in December 1724 when a ‘Ryot of deforcement’, involving what appears to have been the whole town of Inverurie, was committed against officers who had been sent by Aberdeenshire’s Commissioners of Supply to impound the possessions of those who had not paid their levies for local road improvements.32

Outbreaks of violence such as these, which were firmly rooted within the local community and in which ritual — drums, the targeting symbols of authority such as hats and wigs, for example — usually played some part, had their counterparts elsewhere in early modern Europe. Instances such as that referred to at Duns, for example, appear to have been part of a much wider movement in which the middling and upper classes gradually withdrew from participation in traditional games, rituals and other popular customs, and along with the ecclesiastical authorities attempted to reform or eliminate them.33 In Scotland, kirk sessions, almost certainly with less success than they would have wished, were ardent champions of the suppression of popular culture.34

It would, however, be impractical here to attempt to illustrate the full range of issues which led to urban disturbances or protest, and the bulk of the rest of the chapter will focus on the three main precipitants of revolt in early modern Europe, namely, extraordinary taxation, food shortages and the soldiery,35 and examine their incidence and significance in Scotland. In order fully to understand the impact of the first of these, it is important to appreciate that in Scotland there was an additional source of political and social tension, which stemmed from the crisis in relations with England which broke out at the turn of the eighteenth century and culminated in the Union of 1707. This marked the beginning of a period of sustained and serious popular disorder which lasted for the best part of five decades, although resentment against the English continued to smoulder away, only occasionally bursting into flame.

Popular anti-English feeling had taken on a harder aspect in 1705, in the hangings which followed the ‘Worcester’ incident.36 This, however, was by no means the end of it. Although it has long been recognised that there was considerable opposition to the Union, the extent and depth of this has not always been fully appreciated. Indeed, it has been suggested that most Scots were ‘apparently apathetic’ about the Union itself, and that the ‘superficial excitement’ of the Edinburgh and Glasgow mobs meant that they ‘never made serious trouble for the government before the Malt Tax Riots and the Porteous Riots twenty or thirty years later’.37

However, the strength of popular opposition to the Union has recently been re-emphasised by Gibson, who has referred to a ‘general explosion of anger about the proposed Union’ which occurred late in October 1706, as the Scottish Parliament discussed the conditions for the transfer of political power to London.38 The existence of several satires and anti-Union broadsides, such as ‘A Litanie Anent The Union’ is a further indication that much popular antipathy to the Union proposals existed.39 The Articles of Union were publicly burnt in Dumfries and Stirling, where the action was described as a ‘manifest contempt throune upon the government’ by an alarmed town council who were evidently concerned that anti-Union sentiment, which they had peacefully communicated the previous week by petition, was getting out of hand.40 This was certainly so in Glasgow, while elsewhere in the West it was reported that anybody who was ‘sober, or moderatt, Is in hazard of his life, if he doe not speak against the union’.41

A terrified Daniel Defoe described a similar situation in Edinburgh, where he was acting as an English propagandist: as mobs surged in the streets and windows smashed around him, Defoe, who must have been familiar with disorder in London, reported to Lord Harley that the Scottish ‘rabble’ was the ‘worst of its kind’, and the Scots a ‘hardened, refractory and terrible people’.42 Order of a sort was only restored in Glasgow and in the capital city of Edinburgh when the military were brought in and a proclamation issued which both obliged the deacons of the trades to be responsible for their servants and journeymen and indemnified soldiers or town guardsmen if they killed or wounded anyone. Indeed, according to Defoe, the final passage of the Articles of Union through the Scottish Parliament was in large part due to the fortuitous outbreak of wet weather which discouraged those people ‘that thought and contriv’d the Mischief of Rabbles and Arms’.

One consequence of Union was the introduction of a fivefold increase in customs and excise duties payable on a greatly extended range of commodities. The new tax system was also much more complex, and compared to the pre-1707 Scottish customs administration, rigorously organised.43 On 1 May 1707, the very day that the Union came into effect, it was reported that ‘Shoalls of English excisemen & other officers’ were on their way north to take up their stations to collect them.44 English officers were at first singled out for particularly virulent abuse, although in the longer term there was little protection to be gained for officers from the designation ‘Scot’, even though Scottish appointees soon outnumbered those from south of the Border.45

Increased duties, of course, made smuggling a more profitable business, and undoubtedly there was a sharp increase in illicit trading. Smuggling in eighteenth-century Scotland, however, has been partly dealt with elsewhere,46 What is to be investigated here is the extent to which smugglers were supported, and smuggling and non-payment of excise duties connived at within the community.

From virtually every part of Lowland Scotland comes evidence of quite extraordinary disorder, mainly in the form of assaults on customs and excise officers and the warehouses in which they locked seized goods. The popular fury which was directed against them seems quite remarkable in the context of current Scottish historiography, although unsurprising, given the long-established link which historians furth of Scotland have identified between heavy taxation and social protest.47 It should be emphasised that attacks on customs and excise officers in Scotland had taken place prior to 1707; what was different however, was the frequency of such assaults and sometimes their ferocity.

What is most striking about this nationwide activity is the ineffectiveness of central government and the absence of respect for local figures of authority, mainly the officers themselves, but also those magistrates and soldiers who assisted them in their duties. Notable too is the power which the collective action of the crowds could exert within their localities. Notions of deference or of the successful exercise of social control without the use of physical force look much less convincing when subjected to the critical test of empirical evidence.

From the outset, frequent and often desperate pleas for military assistance were sent by the comptrollers and collectors of virtually all of the various customs’ precincts to the Board of Customs in Edinburgh. The Excise Commissioners heard similar tales, and indeed in the late summer in 1707 a battalion of infantry had to be dispatched to Glasgow in order to prevent disorder, as excise officers began their work.48 At many customs’ precincts — Ayr, Arbroath, Dumfries and Greenock, for instance — officers declared themselves unable to do their duty without the assistance and protection of the military.49 In Perth, in 1722, it was argued that unless at least half of the garrison then stationed in the town remained, ‘we shall certainly be mobbed, and our warehouse be broke open’;50 these are entirely typical complaints. The fear was of mobs, rarely comprising less than 30 to 40 people, and often many more, who might take officers prisoner as ships carrying taxable goods were unloaded, or alternatively subject them to violent physical attacks, using stones, clubs, staves, pitchforks and occasionally firearms, as they carried seized goods to their warehouses, or later might charge and break into the locked warehouses themselves. In this respect, it has correctly been observed that ‘Scotland was an almost uncontrollable region’.51

The incidence of attacks was usually reduced with the apearance of the military, although their presence was no guarantee that customs and excise officers would be able to carry out their duties undisturbed. Only by opening fire did soldiers manage to beat off a crowd of forty people who attempted to break into a barn which contained seized wine near Dundee in 1725;52 in 1735 at Fraserburgh there was a ‘most attrocious Ryott’ which lasted some two days following a seizure of brandy. Terrified soldiers from Hamilton’s Regiment were apparently attacked by a large crowd, ‘having Guns and other mortall weapons’, angered it seems by the fact that searches for ‘run’ goods had taken place on the Sabbath, when many of the town’s inhabitants had been at church.53 Indeed, far from pacifying, the introduction of troops to support customs’ and excise officers often heightened tension: as they were frequently used to defend officers entering premises when local magistrates had not issued search warrants, their presence was judged to be an illegitimate intrusion. This had been the situation in Fraserburgh in 1735 for example, while in Glasgow in 1725 it was after the magistrates had intervened on behalf of the military, by making arrests and opening up the guard house for the soldiers, even though the keys had been removed by members of the crowd, that the serious rioting had begun (see below). The use of force or the killing or wounding of a smuggler or participant in a sympathetic crowd could lead to violent retribution, with the ‘guilty’ soldier or soldiers being singled out by the crowd — as Captain Porteous in Edinburgh in 1736, and others less well known, found to their cost. It was little wonder that the morale of those soldiers stationed within the most turbulent areas was low, as at Dundee in 1736, when the local military commander begged for another company as the ‘Duty of late has been so hard his Soldiers are not able to bear it’.54

Perhaps the best example of the ineffectiveness of the military when faced with the determined popular opposition that their presence engendered, comes from 1725, the year of the well-known Malt Tax riots. It is important to draw attention to the plural here, as some historians have, perhaps unwittingly, given the impression that the protest was confined to Glasgow.55

There had been intense hostility in Scotland to the Malt Tax since it had first been mooted as part of the Union settlement. Plans to impose it in 1713, however, had prudently been withdrawn by the government following a near successful vote in Parliament, forced by the Scots peers, to dissolve the Union.56 Scottish protests notwithstanding, Walpole determined that the tax must be applied in Scotland: its collection was to commence on 23 June 1725.

On the same day in Hamilton, there was a comparatively restrained attack upon excise officers who were inspecting malt kilns, during which some dirt was thrown by ‘some idle women and boys’.57 This, however, inaugurated a period of two months of intense distress for the authorities. After the worst of the violence was over, early in August, the British Secretary of State, the Duke of Newcastle, with one eye on events in Ireland, reflected that the Scottish disturbances had been ‘of a very extraordinary nature … the first of the kind that ever happened’.58 It was, in effect, a popular insurrection.

At Hamilton, retaliation on the part of the officers had made the mob ‘outrageous’. The next day, in Glasgow, the houses of Daniel Campbell of Shawfield, who was popularly believed to have been the architect of the tax, the Collector of Customs and Provost Aird, were attacked and plundered.59 Other disturbances occurred in Ayr, Dundee, Elgin, Paisley and Stirling. Late in August a potentially dangerous situation still prevailed in Edinburgh, where the brewers had given up brewing.60 In order to prevent the ‘Tumults’ which an ale famine would bring in its wake, the authorities supplemented the city’s permanent military presence with fresh detachments of dragoons, and at the same time busied themselves in encouraging people to set up as brewers.

It was in Glasgow, however, that events took their most serious turn. On 25 June, hostility to the troops which had been marched in the previous day turned into bloody violence, as Captain Bushell, the local commander of some 110 men from Lord Deloraine’s Regiment, ordered his men to open fire on the crowd which had been tormenting them by throwing stones. Their humiliation had begun the previous day, as they stood in formation, unable to enter the guard house, enduring the insults and abuse of the mob. Eight people were killed outright and another eighteen wounded, some of them fatally. Advised that if they stayed any longer, they would be ‘tore to pieces’, Bushell and his men retreated from town, pursued for several miles by the rioters, to the shelter of Dumbarton Castle. They were probably wise to do so: the involvement of several butchers in the Glasgow crowd gave it a particularly fearsome aspect.61 Order was only finally restored two weeks later, when General Wade, who had been directing troops to other Scottish towns where disorder seemed likely, arrived in Glasgow accompanied both by foot soldiers and 400 dragoons.62 What ought to be stressed is that neither this event nor the Porteous Riot in Edinburgh in 1736 should be seen in isolation. These were not atypical spasms of disorder, or, in the case of the Porteous Riot, the action of an allegedly more easily roused Edinburgh mob. Both were particularly violent episodes which occurred during a period of widespread hostility to both tax collectors and military forces which were deployed to repress it. Lives were also lost during similar disturbances in the much smaller towns of Elgin (1725) and Fraserburgh (1735).63

As has already been suggested, the new tax burdens and the authorities’ determination to collect them were the immediate causes of unrest. In the first post-Union years, deforcements of officers and attacks on the King’s warehouses were almost certainly instigated by those from the higher social ranks, such as merchants and occasionally landowners who felt inhibited by the new post-Union fiscal environment: small-scale Scottish traders often needed to evade customs duties in order to remain in business.64 The illegal importation of French wines and brandy, for example, brought both financial rewards and personal palatal satisfaction.65

And as it was not uncommon for merchants also to be members of the local justiciary, customs and excise officers often experienced difficulty in obtaining support from the local agents of law and order,66 In common with their counterparts elsewhere, many Scottish magistrates were initially reluctant to sever their connections with the communities in which they lived, where they had property, and for whose well-being they had a great deal of sympathy.67

From the communities of which they were an integral part, local élites would have drawn strength and support for their involvement in smuggling and justification for their unwillingness to defend customs and excise officers from hostile crowds. It would, for example, have been hard to distance themselves from the widespread dissatisfaction with the Union which existed, along with anti-English sentiment, which together created an unstable political-legal environment, and legitimised the local rulers’ temporary disregard for the forces of law and order. This was especially so in those regions where pro-Jacobite sympathies amongst sections of the middling and upper classes were strong, as in Kincardineshire and Forfarshire68 It would have been remarkable if in Scotland there had been an absence of community-based hostility to the encroachment of the increasingly powerful (British) state and its centrally-generated regulations, which in this case were represented by the tax gatherer, who was an object of popular hatred throughout Europe.69

Over time, however, uncertainly about the benefits of engaging in the smuggling trade grew, as did concern amongst the local authorities, that to permit the sort of disorder which was involved in attacks on customs officers and their warehouses could easily lead to chaos. It is impossible to put a date on this, but evidence that more serious attempts were being made in some localities to discourage anti-customs rioting can be seen in the later 1720s, as in the case of Stirling in 1728, when the provost and baillies issued a stern warning against those who followed the ‘abominable practice’ of mobbing and deforcing customs officers.70 Such actions are likely to have followed directly from the imprisonment of Glasgow’s magistrates on the orders of Duncan Forbes, the Lord Advocate, on the grounds that they had failed to carry out their duties in respect of the 1725 disorder, a step which undoubtedly reminded those in positions of authority in the localities where their responsibilities lay. Measures were also taken to root out Jacobites and other disaffected elements from the ranks of the JPs.71

Yet assaults on officers did not cease, and in fact lasted with considerable frequency until the later 1740s. What may be discerned here, in what was initially essentially populist community-based protest, which involved all ranks, is a distancing from this activity by the respectable classes. In the 1730s, and even more so by the 1740s, anti-customs and excise riots were left with a marked plebeian character.

It is of course impossible to be certain about what compelled the lower orders to engage in attacks on customs and excise officers, although there are several possibilities.

Several of the factors just examined clearly played a part, yet none of them provides an entirely satisfactory explanation. The Union will not suffice, for, as has been seen, assaults on customs officers had occurred before 1707. Anti-English sentiment and a deeply-felt antagonism towards tax gatherers explains the initial hostility shown towards customs and excise officers, but is unlikely to have been sufficient to have sustained continuing outbreaks of violence. Popular Jacobitism may have contributed, in northeast coast towns, such as Arbroath and Montrose, but this argument cannot apply in loyalist Glasgow, or in the South-West, where echoes of the Covenanting tradition could still be heard in the 1720s.72

To account for the readiness with which the lower orders could apparently be raised to recapture seized casks of brandy or packages of tobacco, and what appears to have been their continued independent involvement in anti-customs and excise officer activity, it seems sensible to look at economic discontent. Union-engendered taxation had raised the prices of a range of everyday commodities, notably home salt, (which had been untaxed before 1707, but from 1713 doubled in price due to the salt tax), malt and ale. Imported grain was subject to duties too, which during periods of dearth, could lead to violent assaults on customs officers when ships laden with such commodities arrived alongside a quay. New trading regulations were also put into effect, while prohibitions enacted by the Scottish Parliament, which were in accordance with English commercial policy, looked as if they were going to be more rigorously applied after the Union. One unpopular restriction, which would have a direct impact on urban plebeian diets, was the banning of imported provisions from Ireland. Thus, in 1707, Sir John Shaw ordered the arrest of an offending merchant, Gavin Pow. In this instance, mercantile interests, and those of the lower orders, were at one, and a crowd formed to demonstrate their opposition to the oppressive regulation — and Shaw’s action — by, beating up the arresting officer and releasing Pow from his place of incarceration.73

Such threats to the living standards of the common people, and the injustice which was perceived to underpin them, should be seen against the background of the economic circumstances of the period. Although there was no return to the acute crisis conditions of the 1690s, and despite the relative stability which appears to have marked Scottish grain prices after c. 1710, the first three or four decades of the eighteenth century comprised a period of extremely slow economic growth. Indeed, if Sir John Clerk is to be believed, such increase in trade as did take place — which included the importation of luxuries and some high-quality manufactures for instance — may have been harmful ‘to our manufacturers and especially to the poor’. For important parts of the country’s weak manufacturing sector, such as woollens and linen, the immediate effects of the Union of 1707 were unfavourable, and unemployment is likely to have increased in the short-term in some parts of the country.74 The benefits of better grain harvests and of stronger English demand for black cattle were by no means equally shared throughout the community: in the case of the former, experts were around their eighteenth-century peak (c. 1717–22), when a bout of serious meal rioting took place on the east coast in 1720 (see below). Rising black-cattle exports from Galloway, which necessitated a shift towards pastoral farming, had met with peasant resistance.75 With schemes for poor relief extending only slowly during the first half of the eighteenth century,76 it seems reasonable to suppose that the lower orders, notably urban wage workers and the poor, would have been highly sensitive to any threat to their precarious standard of life.

The demise of overt popular opposition to customs and excise officers in the later 1740s may partly be attributed to the greater determination of the authorities to stamp it out in the wake of the Jacobite rising of 1745. However, it is arguable that economic growth from c. 1740, and especially the expansion of domestic industry, which not only employed many thousands of women and children, but also enhanced household incomes, made a more significant contribution to social calm.77

It was certainly poverty and the ‘badness of the times’ which were complained of by the inhabitants of the Angus fishing village of Authmithie in 1738, during an investigation into the widespread smuggling which was taking place there. In Montrose a connection was made between attacks on customs officers and warehouses and the town’s being ‘full of idle, Abandoned, Beggarly people’.78 Notably, it was in east coast towns such as this, where the coarse linen trade had suffered badly in the immediate aftermath of Union, that assaults by crowds on customs and excise officers appear to have been more than usually common. In Aberdeen too the ‘sundry Disorders’ which happened when customs and excise officers were going about their duty, were thought to have been ‘chiefly occasioned by Children, Apprentices and Idle Spectators’.79 Confirming the link between economic privation and anti-customs and excise riots are signs that what was by and large an endemic activity may have become more pronounced during periods of exceptional hardship. In the Dumfries customs precinct for example, (one of the few for which a run of customs letter books is available from 1708), there were considerably more reports of serious assaults on officers for the period 1724–6 than there had been since 1711–12. Significantly, local food shortages had necessitated the importation of at least one shipment of Irish oatmeal by ‘Some Charitable people of this place’ early in May 1724, only three weeks before it was reported that seized goods could only be safely warehoused in Kirkudbright, ‘so long as the two troops of Dragoons who are come into yt country to keep ye peace thereof agt a Mob that have gott up there … to demolish park dykes continue in yt town’.80 After 1726, however, there is little evidence of serious unrest in the Dumfries precinct until 1733, when there are suggestions that the harvest of that year may have been poor in some parts of the country.81 On the other hand, customs letter books which survive for this period reveal that major incidents were reported at Perth in 1728, at Aberdeen in 1729 and 1730, and at Ayr in 1729.
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