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Foreword


The structure of this book follows the pattern of its previous companion volume, A New Race of Men, Scotland 1815–1914. A century of the nation’s history is treated synchronically as well as diachronically. The topics in it are set out in parallel before they move on at their own pace, in the present work from the dismaying aftermath of the Union of 1707 towards the comradeship-in-arms of the Scots and of the English (latterly of the Irish too) in the wars unleashed by the French Revolution – not the first, but certainly the greatest of the conflicts in which the peoples of the United Kingdom had been engaged together, and the one that did most to seal their mutual bonds.


For Scots this progress from shaky independence to an uncontested, and even privileged, position inside the United Kingdom still had its pains and penalties as well as its pleasures and profits. It did prove painful to those who had died to regain the lost freedom of their country on the battlefield or the scaffold. As for the penalties, Scotland could not really resist changes that England felt determined to impose, though at least these proved rare. But without doubt it was a pleasure to the mass of the Scots people to see their age-old struggle for subsistence at last bearing more abundant fruit. And Scottish enterprise, historically never lacking though often misdirected, finally generated profits on a huge scale.


This is the general background to the variety of particular events and processes, and of personal destinies bound up with them, that unfold in this book. But I hope it will become clear how they fit into the general pattern of Scottish history that I have sought to delineate in this and in previous publications. The historiography of the last half-century in Scotland has preferred a socio-economic approach rather different from my own. In my view it distorts the nature of the nation by concentrating on what within it has assimilated most closely to the norms of the United Kingdom. By contrast, that which remains different has been far less adequately treated. Here, as before, I correct this bias by paying equal attention to political and to cultural history.


Any good historian will try to pick out continuities yet remain sceptical of them. In the case of Scotland his task is especially fraught but especially important. We are, after all, dealing here with a nation of which the historical continuity has been broken, most obviously in 1707 but also at other times. Some historians argue there is only a tenuous relationship between the Scotland of today and the older Scotland. It had its glories but it has simply vanished, and even where it does live on in the consciousness of modern Scots it may do so only in the form of delusory myths. So, in particular, the Scottish nationalism of the present day can owe little to the Scottish nationalism of the past. The present book and its companion take a different view.


My aim has been to trace what we can of that older Scotland through the three centuries since it ostensibly vanished, to see if this time round, again faced with momentous change, we might be able to link our future back to our past in a more satisfactory manner. For the eighteenth century this is not, it turns out, too hard a task. The Treaty of Union deliberately maintained what contemporaries identified as the pillars of Scottish society: religion, law and education. In the course of the century they all flourished, and the security of the Union if anything allowed them to become more different from their English counterparts. The religion adapted its Calvinism to Enlightenment, while the law developed a Roman response to modernity and the educational system attained the highest international standards while maintaining its native virtues. Those national institutions are still with us today, if indeed showing the wear and tear of three centuries.


With hindsight this enlightened phase of the Union appears positive not so much because it made Scotland more like England as because it allowed the genius of the Scots to flourish in fresh forms. That is what we see by the turn of the nineteenth century, though it had only come about by a process of trial and error. In the early days of the Union, there was an aspiration among certain progressive Scots to turn their country into North Britain. Not the least of the obstacles they encountered was the reluctance in England to redefine it as South Britain. The rest of the Scots equally found the aspiration distasteful so that in time, being probably impossible anyway, it died. Aided by the rising romantic spirit of a new age, overlaying the more strenuous classicism of the previous one, Scotland settled down to be Scotland, forever – or at least for a long time ahead – just what it was: untidy, precarious, provisional, yet for all its faults and failures unmistakably itself and not any other country, so capable of great achievement too. That is the story of this book.


Edinburgh, April 2014











Prologue: ‘My wedding day’


Edinburgh was in no mood for celebration on 1 May 1707, when the Union of Scotland and England formally took effect. Only a couple of official gestures in any manner marked the momentous event. During the morning the bells of the high kirk, St Giles, rang out the tune, ‘Why should I be sad on my wedding day?’1 Later a salute of guns boomed from the ramparts of the Castle. That was about it.


The response was perhaps bound to be subdued because so many of the great and good in the Scottish capital had hurried south to be on the spot for the consummation of the Union under the approving eye of a monarch now of one Great Britain, Queen Anne. During this exodus Daniel Defoe, a spy in Edinburgh for the English government, reported to his controller: ‘The great men are posting to London for places and honours, every man full of his own merit and afraid of everyone near him: I never saw so much trick, sham, pride, jealousy and cutting of friends’ throats as there is among noblemen.’ Noting how the contagion spread down the social scale too, Defoe concluded: ‘In short money will do anything here.’2 Many patriotic Scots would have agreed.


Others found a personal way of celebrating. One who did so was James, the elder son of James Douglas, second Duke of Queensberry, the queen’s commissioner in Scotland since 1702 and, as such, one of the architects of the Union. The duke had gone to London too, leaving the young man at home in Queensberry House, the hôtel particulier built after the Parisian style which was the family’s residence in the Canongate (and today a portal to the Scottish Parliament). He had good reason for sequestering his heir apparent, though in fact the lad would never be permitted to succeed to the title. This was because he suffered from gigantism and had grown up into a homicidal maniac kept under lock and key at all times. Somehow, in his father’s absence, he managed to escape. He caught and killed a kitchen-boy, then roasted him on a spit. The deed was discovered as he sat down to his horrid repast. Scots said it was a judgment on the duke for his part in ending the independence of his country.


Amid the sullen stillness of the Scottish capital, its people paid more heed to news of whales beached at Kirkcaldy across the Firth of Forth. A pod of the species known in Scotland as the ca’ing whale (elsewhere as the pilot whale), each about 25 feet long, had arrived ‘roaring, plunging and threshing one upon another, to the great terror of all who heard the same’. Even today whales penetrate the firth, apparently because they have taken a wrong turning: in despair of finding a way out to the open sea again, they kill themselves by swimming onto dry land. A contemporary account said: ‘Thirty-five of them were run ashore upon the sands of Kirkcaldy, where they made yet a more dreadful roaring and tossing when they found themselves aground, insomuch that the earth trembled.’ Fifers muttered that this, too, was an ill omen of the Union.3


The air seemed full of foreboding in more distant parts of the country as well. Many Presbyterian parishes declared 1 May to be a day of fasting and humiliation. From another point of view, up in the Highlands, the greatest Gaelic poet of the age, Iain Lom, lamented the blow now struck to the cause of the Jacobites hoping to restore to the throne of Scotland the deposed legitimate line of the royal House of Stewart. It is hard to date exactly his poem, Òran an Aghaidh an Aonaidh, ‘Song against the Union’. But, assuming he had finished composing it by 1 May, he would surely have been singing it round Roybridge in Inverness-shire, where his chief, MacDonald of Keppoch, held state in a dismal old castle. For the bard the whole business of the Union had been a sorry betrayal. To him Queensberry’s motives were merely mercenary, mar fhear-stràice cur thairis, ‘like a measurer raking off the surplus from the bushel’. Another typical example of the Scottish political class could be found in the corrupt pseudo-Jacobite, Thomas Hay, Viscount Dupplin: Dh’eirich rosgal ad chridhe ‘n uair chual’ thu tighinn an t-òr ud, ‘turbulence rose in your heart when you heard that gold coming.’ As for James, Duke of Hamilton, supposed to have been leader of the opposition to the Union in the Scottish Parliament, he was just dùbailt, duplicitous. Still, nothing better could be expected of all these Lowlanders. Iain Lom reserved his bitterest venom for another great Highland chief, renegade Jacobite and head of Clan Mackenzie, William, Earl of Seaforth: Is dearbh gu leaghainn an t-òr dhuit, a staigh air faochaig do chlaighinn gus an cas e do bhòtainn, ‘truly I would melt gold for you, and inject it into the shell of your skull till it would reach your boots.’ The bard consoled himself that a national revolt must be imminent against this collective noble treachery.4
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In contrast, 1 May turned out a day of rejoicing for London. The official Scottish delegation that had gone south to take part in the jollity was led by the last two joint Secretaries of State in the government of Scotland, Hugh Campbell, Earl of Loudoun, and John Erskine, Earl of Mar. Another member of it was Sir John Clerk of Penicuik, one of the commissioners who had negotiated the Treaty of Union. He found the English not just welcoming but overjoyed to see him and his colleagues. They were lionised at Berwick, Newcastle, Durham and further stages on the road south. Especially Queensberry, dubbed the Union Duke and soon to be Duke of Dover in the peerage of Great Britain, ‘was complimented and feasted wherever he went, and when he came within twenty miles of London the whole city turned out to greet him’.5 On 16 April he made a public entry into the English capital with 46 coaches and hundreds of horsemen.


Loudoun, before he set out for the big day on 1 May from his lodgings in Whitehall, posted a letter he had written the night before to the Revd John Stirling, principal of the University of Glasgow. Loudoun was reporting back Queen Anne’s response to a loyal address from the Church of Scotland, recently voted by its General Assembly. He had in person handed over the address ‘which Her Majesty received very graciously and ordered me to renew to you the assurances of the continuation of Her Majesty’s protection and favour. I am very glad to know by the accounts I have from you and others that there appeared in the proceedings of the assembly so much moderation and calmness.’6 This had been quite a relief, for militant Presbyterians might have made a great deal of trouble for the Union.


Clerk would recall of 1 May: ‘That day was solemnised by Her Majesty and those who had been members of both Houses of Parliament with the greatest splendour. A very numerous procession accompanied the queen to the cathedral church of St Paul, at least 300 or 400 coaches.’ Her Lord High Treasurer, Sidney Godolphin, reported the scene to her chief military commander, John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, who, called away by the War of the Spanish Succession, was on campaign in the Low Countries: ‘The streets were fuller of people than I have seen them upon any occasion of that kind.’ The Bishop of Oxford, the Revd William Talbot, gave the sermon on a text of Psalm 133, ‘Behold how pleasant it is, for brethren to dwell together in unity.’ Prayers of thanksgiving followed and ‘a fine piece of music closed the solemnity’. Clerk discovered ‘real joy and satisfaction in the citizens of London, for they were terribly apprehensive of confusions from Scotland in case the Union had not taken place. That whole day was spent in feasting, ringing of bells and illuminations.’7


Which view of the Union was going to prevail in the new United Kingdom, Scotland’s glumness and gloom or England’s relief and rejoicing?










PART I


ECONOMY











1


Agriculture: ‘To do useful things’


We cannot be sure what the Highland brigand, Rob Roy MacGregor, was up to on the day of the Union, 1 May 1707, but probably he had his thoughts on something quite different from matters of state. He was about that time generally preoccupied with the affairs of an orphaned nephew – to whom he proved, whatever his other failings, a faithful tutor and guardian. The nephew was a MacGregor too, but the name had been officially proscribed for a century and it was better for the youngster not to use it, at least in any transaction with the English-speaking authorities. To Gaels this mattered little, for they seldom bothered with surnames anyway: what would be the point in a clan where everybody had the same surname? They called one another rather by given names and epithets: Rob Roy was Raibeart Ruadh (red-haired) and his nephew was Griogar Ghlun Dubh (with a black birthmark on his knee).1 Now this youth, who in a more tranquil age might have been known as Gregor MacGregor, turned for all public purposes into James Graham of Glengyle.


The feudal toponym came from a small estate at the head of Loch Katrine in the Trossachs. Rob Roy, acting on James’s behalf, had secured the feu in 1703 from the Duke of Montrose, and Montrose was chief of the Grahams. As a compliment to the feudal superior, or perhaps as an appeal for his protection and patronage, the lad assumed his surname. He was then set up in what security Highland life of the time might offer. Under the Scottish feudal system he could not be outright owner of Glengyle anyway, but his rights to it amounted to much the same thing. He could bequeath it to his descendants, and meanwhile it made him a desirable match for some lucky lass.2




It so happened Rob Roy had just the right girl in mind: Mary, daughter of John Hamilton of Bardowie, laird of a castle near the present-day Milngavie.3 Her brother was Montrose’s factor in the barony of Buchanan, which included Glengyle. The happy couple would be wed in November 1707. Rob Roy was by then getting a home ready for them, built in the Lowland style of stone and mortar rather than as the normal Highland rickle of rocks and turf. The house still stands today. The whole arrangement was clannish in inspiration, then, intended to join by blood what had hitherto been united by mere interest. It did not preclude other connections, however. Rob Roy had also entered into amicable relations with the Campbells of Glenorchy, Earls of Breadalbane, a cadet branch of the mighty Campbells of Argyll occupying territory north of the Trossachs. In fact, in his legal dealings in the English language, Rob Roy called himself Robert Campbell. His mother had been of that name but anyway he wanted and needed to identify with those powerful kinsmen. He wrote to Breadalbane:


I long to see your lordship, and I presume to tell your lordship that I have come of your lordship’s family and shall keep my dependency suitable to the samine of which I told your lordship, when I parted with your lordship last and what I sayed to your lordship or ever promised shall be keeped while I live. My nephew is to see your lordship, whom I hope will be capable to serve your lordship and will do it tho I were in my grave he is a young man so my lord give him your advice he is bigging his house and I hope your lordship will give him a precept for the four trees your lordship promised him the last time I was there.4


The letter was clearly addressed to a person of higher rank. Rob Roy and his nephew did not belong to the top level of Highland society, but to a second level that came to be known as tacksmen (a tack was a lease, more or less, in Scots law).5 Its members combined the practical functions of laird and businessman, or military officer when the clan went to war. Many such people turned out as improvident as their chiefs but Rob Roy was one who exploited every opportunity to advance his fortune and standing, by means also of his fund of native wit and homespun philosophy or else, should occasion demand, by resort to cold steel. Like his forebears, his main economic activity lay in trading and raiding cattle, the principal form of Highland wealth. If he got the chance, he would blackmail potential victims of his raids and make them pay for protection from him. An alternative would be to provide them with general protection against all raiders, of whom there were many, and in this his product looked attractive – premiums tolerable, record of recovering stolen goods impressive. He was on the one hand an entrepreneur, on the other hand a bandit, and he switched roles as it suited.


Rob Roy’s commercial acumen told him indiscriminate raiding would be foolish. It had to be kept down to a level that never attracted too much attention, so he needed to be careful where he did raid. It would, for example, have been stupid of him to annoy all the big landowners in the region. In fact, he left Montrose and Breadalbane alone, at least for now. Such aristocrats could then be enlisted as his patrons, though we may wonder why they should have bothered with a man who was, from their point of view, a nobody. Yet they always sought to extend their influence, and he had at least some say among the proscribed MacGregors. These no longer possessed any territory of their own but were scattered over the lands of other chieftains. While despised, they could, if shown some favour, be deterred from raiding their lordships’ properties and turned instead on those of a near neighbour and rival, the noble House of Atholl, recently raised to ducal rank. Indeed Rob Roy himself took with relish to raiding the lands of Atholl, knowing that in case of pursuit he could retire in safety to Breadalbane.6
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One of the oldest works of Gaelic literature, dating from the first century of the Christian era, is Táin Bó Cúailnge, The Cattle-Raid of Cooley,7 and it might be said that not much had changed in the Highlands since. Yet Rob Roy’s ventures were also just starting to connect to the emergence of modern capitalism. A recent point of growth in the Scottish economy had been the export of cattle on the hoof to England. It was already under way by the time of the Restoration of the Stewarts in 1660. In 1680 the government in Edinburgh set up a commission to consider how the traffic might be expanded; meanwhile, graziers in Yorkshire complained of being ruined by cheap Scottish imports. But the plain fact was that conditions in much of Scotland allowed more cattle to be raised there than were ever going to be eaten by the natives while, at the other end of Great Britain, stood a huge city called London, which could never feed itself. The result was a flourishing trade between the two extremities of the island.


In 1707 opponents of the Union argued that this trade, while important, did not enrich Scots as it should because it had already been taken over by English middlemen. After the long drove from the north, the herds of black Highland cattle, always small and hardy but now lean and weary, would be sold to graziers who fattened them up on their own lush pastures ready to be turned into the finest English roast beef. Scottish patriots argued for fattening the beasts at home, then exporting them as barrelled beef not only to England but also to any other country with a taste for the succulent flesh; profits could also be made from the hides. This was in fact how Ireland exploited its cattle, so the plan was not unworkable. Still, in the prelude to the Union it became hard to propagate the notion that Scots might turn into successful economic innovators on their own account, even in the agriculture from which nine out of ten of them lived.8


In any event traffic in cattle on the hoof continued to flourish after 1707, and the price of the beasts would quadruple over the eighteenth century. There proved to be particular benefits for Highlanders, who had been so hostile to the Union. Even in the wake of the first Jacobite rebellion, drovers were exempted from the Disarming Act (1716) because they might need to defend themselves on their long journey south. The government in London was interested not so much in groaning boards for gourmets as in savoury scran for soldiers and sailors now making the new United Kingdom’s power global. General William Wolfe’s redcoats at Quebec and Admiral Horatio Nelson’s tars at Trafalgar would all be kept going on salt beef originally from the Highlands. Here, to sceptical Scots, was at least one benefit of the Union.9
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Commerce in cattle was yet not in itself significant enough to bring about much basic change in Highland society. This society remained through the first half of the eighteenth century traditional, feudal and armed. Rob Roy was typical of it, even in the impudence with which he at length swindled the Duke of Montrose, who in revenge got him jailed; it took a royal pardon to stop him being transported to the West Indies where, now aged over 50, he could not have lasted long. Within such a social order raiding was regarded as normal, if not sportive. As late as 1742 a veteran Jacobite, William Mackintosh of Borlum, noted how it still went on in western Inverness-shire, Perthshire, Stirlingshire and northern Argyll.10 Only defeat of a second rebellion in 1745 put a stop to it, at the hands of the standing military garrisons and their patrols that afterwards treated the region as conquered territory. In any case, raiding had never halted droving because raiders and drovers might be the same people. Even as they went about armed to the teeth they promoted not just disorder but also some degree of order – for instance, when they policed the great trysts or fairs at Crieff, held for every kind of bovine business under the patronage of the Jacobite Dukes of Perth. Another result was to keep English middlemen out of the Highlands and leave everything to the enterprising Gael. Again, the military sinews of Highland society were maintained in decent trim at little expense, ready for recruitment before long into the British army. There existed in the complex of socio-economic phenomena not only a past but also a future. All this, at least in part, Scotland owed to its black cattle.


An original reason for the abundance of black cattle in the Highlands had lain in the fact that they offered the easiest way for lairds to collect their rents, in a society where money seldom appeared. But with export to England the beasts could generate cash, and cash would revolutionise the pastoral regions of Scotland in all sorts of ways, good and bad.11 In general, and in the Highlands particularly, profits from the cattle never before the middle of the century accrued on such a scale as to alter anything basic. But in one corner of the country it was already possible to discern the sort of development that might follow once they did.


Until the late seventeenth century Galloway, at the south-western tip of Scotland, had been an unenclosed countryside of traditional subsistence farming. Within it there was a contrast between the people of the low country living in an economy of cattle, barley and oats, and the ‘moor men’ scattered among smaller settlements, herding sheep and cultivating plots of rye. In this timeless Scotland there suddenly appeared an economic pioneer in the person of David Dunbar, who owned an estate at Baldoon just outside Wigtown in the low country. Instead of allowing his cattle to wander at will across any untilled soil, he began to graze them over land he had enclosed, and on a large scale. He formed a park of 4 square miles capable of holding 1,000 beasts, some his own, others brought in. He sold to drovers or himself sent to England about double that number every year. He made a fortune: he was created a baronet and his son married into the noble House of Hamilton. By the turn of the eighteenth century, Galloway was showing Scotland a way forward.12


In part it was just a matter of recognising the opportunities for profit in the English market. Galloway had good natural endowments in abundant grazing for cattle and in proximity not just to England but also to Ireland, whence herds might be replenished on the cheap if need be. Lairds of Galloway, unlike those of the Highlands, could send their beasts off knowing these would arrive in England still in good shape. But they also took the initiative in preserving their comparative advantages. In the old Scots Parliament they had lobbied for the fixing and maintenance of traditional drove roads across their hills and moors. The final step was then to consolidate and enclose grazing land with a view to raising and fattening stock on a commercial scale. It all amounted in essence to the exploitation of lower costs, yet it was done with such aplomb as to impress Daniel Defoe when in 1724 he published his Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain. In Scotland he was looking for elusive signs of the Union’s blessings, so he felt delighted to find it had become ‘no uncommon thing for a Galloway nobleman to send 400 sheep and 4000 head of black cattle to England in a year, and sometimes much more’.13


What local lairds had not reckoned with was the consequent social upheaval. The Levellers who appeared in Galloway as Defoe brought out his book mounted the fiercest rural protest in Scotland before the disturbances among Highland crofters of the 1880s. They were smaller farmers or tenants threatened with eviction. Bands of them roamed the region breaking down the dykes of enclosed parks and fields where cattle destined for southern markets grazed. From 1723 to 1725 virtual rebellion raged, involving gangs of up to 2,000 men often led by tenants under notice. The gentry crushed them, not hesitating to call on troops if need be, and the courts reinforced the repression. Despite sympathy from some ministers of the Church of Scotland, from some merchant incorporations in the burghs and even from a few radical lairds, the Levellers failed in their purpose of halting enclosure.14


Here and in other pastoral regions of Scotland, the interests of the beasts would finally triumph over the interests of the people. At the peaks of prosperity, at least 30,000 head of cattle crossed the border each year. In this century of intensifying rivalry among the great powers, wars were always good for the bovine business because they created huge demand for salt beef for the troops. In 1786 the average price of beasts crossing from Skye to the mainland was £2 to £3. In 1794, after the outbreak of war with France, it went up to £4. Towards the end of the struggle against Napoleon in 1814, prices peaked at £18 a head. But then they halved by 1830. An era came to an end, and over large areas production of beef then yielded to production of mutton.15


The saga of Highland cattle shows up flaws in an older version of Scottish agricultural history. This postulated stagnation or even decline up to the eighteenth century, which then gave way to rapid transformation, in other words, to agricultural revolution. From the example of cattle alone we can see how the processes of change were more complex, protracted and diverse than such a simple story allows. There had already been innovations in the seventeenth century, and some aspects of farming progress would remain far from complete or universal even in the nineteenth century. This was not revolution, but evolution.16
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It was the same story in arable agriculture. Anyway we should not draw too sharp a distinction with pastoral agriculture, at least in the early stages of the evolution. In the past, crops had been grown almost everywhere in Scotland, even in Highland glens. There the extent of arable land was of course small and the reward of working it meagre. Yet during times when most people lived off cereals they needed to produce enough to meet local needs without relying on imports of grain from the more fertile Lowlands, where the crop sometimes failed. Yet even those regions of Scotland most favourable to cereals had to hold some land in pasture for grazing. Manure was required to keep the soil fertile and the cattle fed on grass, since turnips and clover were not yet introduced to Scotland. Obviously a limit then existed to the acreage that could be sown for human consumption. This complex of forces conspired to keep agricultural productivity low.17


Another hindrance to greater productivity was that the normal farm housed several tenants (four, six, eight, sometimes more) working together and sharing out the land. The shares were mixed up together in the system of runrig. It had arisen because of a need to divide the ground with strict regard to its quality as well as its quantity, so that each man got some of the good and some of the bad. In consequence, individual holdings consisted of scattered strips and blocks. This in itself caused waste because they were demarcated with ridges made visible by the weeds growing on them. It could anyway be hard enough to plough with teams of oxen requiring a wide circumference to turn at the head of the furrow. Beside all that, the land often proved impossible to drain properly in Scotland’s cool, wet climate. And again, apart from this infield, an outfield had to be preserved to graze cattle. Few could hope for more than bare subsistence from the backbreaking toil imposed by such constraints.18
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Still, the problems never deterred the Society of Improvers in the Knowledge of Agriculture that was formed in Edinburgh in 1723.19 In fact, it gave a lead in the establishment of such patriotic improving societies, which were soon to spring up all over Europe. The founding of the society in Scotland, however, perhaps amounted to an admission that the Union was failing to deliver the promised economic growth. Scots had realised development would not somehow come of itself but needed to be a deliberate object of their exertions.20 According to the society’s own history, the Duke of Atholl started it up together with ‘other persons of great distinction [who] consulted together, formed the plan and began the work’.21


The society soon had 300 members, most of them landowners or lawyers. Its first publication, in 1724, asserted that the Union favoured improvement not because it released English largesse but because it narrowed the scope of Scottish politics. The country’s affairs were now managed by ‘a few hands’, which meant the ‘main body’ of Scottish gentry could reside at home and devote itself to agriculture and industry.22 Yet society would not thrive unless ‘all that were capable to do anything were provided with a proper and profitable employ; so that all hands might be at work, no drones in the hive, and none have the least excuse to eat the bread of idleness, so inconsistent with innocence, as well as the prosperity of the nation’. The tenants actually tilling the soil could not be overlooked, then: the publication was couched in a ‘familiar style, such as the country farmers might easily understand’.23 The society encouraged them to form their own local branches. It issued a steady stream of treatises, often on how to adopt into Scottish agriculture the best practice elsewhere: enclosure, plantation of trees, letting fields lie fallow and so on. It would be no exaggeration to say these topics soon gripped the civic leaders of Scotland. Not only anglophile unionists got involved. The Jacobite Mackintosh of Borlum was still imprisoned in Edinburgh Castle when he wrote two tracts for the society, belying the idea that he and fellow rebels were backward-looking champions of an archaic order of things. Improvement became more than a rural interest too. In 1733, Patrick Lindsay, Lord Provost of Edinburgh, published a book, with the brief title of The Interest of Scotland, launching an all-out attack on the older agriculture and its central features of runrig and common grazing.24
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Deeds followed words. John Cockburn of Ormiston, ‘father of Scottish husbandry’, led the way to improvement on his estate 8 miles east of Edinburgh. An apostle of the Union, he was an MP at Westminster from 1707 to 1741, so acquiring first-hand acquaintance with advanced agricultural techniques in the south-east of England. After succeeding to his estate in 1734, he reconstructed Ormiston as a model village (most of it is still there) with feus on easy terms for householders willing to build to set standards; it also had a brewery and distillery for the other basic needs of Scotsmen. He aimed to make his estate and its people at least self-sufficient, then capable of generating a surplus. He advocated and practised enclosure, using embankments and hedges to bound his fields. He planted trees and sowed grass, clover, turnips, potatoes. He swept away runrig and divided the land into farms for single tenants, each with its own steading, field and pasture. He promoted cultivation of flax, encouraged spinning and weaving and laid out a bleach-field, so that there could be textile production too. The members of the active peasantry created by these means came together every month in a local agricultural society to assess their experiences and propose further improvements. Yet by 1749 Cockburn went bankrupt. He had inherited debts and his heavy expenses made them worse. In the end something needed to give: it was his solvency. Still, otherwise Cockburn set an excellent example. Following it, luckier landowners prospered so far that they could commemorate themselves in splendid mansions on their estates. Some – Hopetoun, Penicuik, Yester – were among the most palatial in Europe.25


The estate of Penicuik in Midlothian showed what effective management could do in the face of the most formidable demands of improvement. It belonged to the Clerks, originally merchants in Edinburgh who rose in wealth and influence right through the seventeenth century until Sir John Clerk, second baronet, was appointed a commissioner for the Union. When he came into his inheritance in 1722 it was still little more than bare upland waste, with a house standing on a chilly spot 700 feet above sea level. But he had money to spend not subject to the vagaries of other landed incomes. He held one of the few senior official posts left in Scotland, as a baron of exchequer. And he began to develop the coal-seams beneath his ground, though this in itself turned out ‘an expensive and laborious work’. He took greater pride in his agricultural achievements, and made sure to insert a list of them in an appendix when he came to write up his memoirs: trees planted and fields enclosed along the River Esk, ponds stocked with carp and tench, ‘a great square loch on the north-east side of Penicuik House’, bridges and avenues, gardens and nurseries, hedges and ditches, new farms formed from the previous outfield, an extension of the kirk for the incoming tenants, a townhouse for the people of Penicuik. ‘In all my projects I have studied either to do useful things, or such as would ornament my country as well as my estate,’ Sir John recorded. From choice he never sought glittering prizes in London but stayed at home to attend to the detail of managing his estate. Yet astonishingly, in all the useful things he did do, he employed no more than seven or eight men.26




The workforce employed by George Dundas of Dundas at his estate above South Queensferry was even tinier. He had a gardener for his nurseries and, after first hiring unreliable casual labourers, he decided he would make faster progress if he took on two men full-time to perform all the tasks of planting, ditching, hedging and dyking; when it was necessary at the busiest seasons, he could still bring in extra hands. The key to development in this form was application of limited resources over lengthy periods – in Clerk’s case for 30 years, in Dundas’s case for 40. The latter only ever spent a fraction of his income from the estate on its improvement, and some of that was offset by sale of seeds and plants from the nurseries. A small landowner at the same time showed how much could be achieved with modest expenditure over a long enough timescale: an important example in a poor country as yet far from overcoming its basic economic problems. The improvements he carried out in person were largely confined to the mains and policies, but at length he made a start on enclosure of the entire estate, a riskier venture because rents could not rise till he completed it. Overall, though, the contrast between Dundas and Cockburn is instructive. Dundas worked on a cautious scale within the established frameworks of his time and his achievements were narrower than Cockburn’s. Yet Cockburn overreached himself and, going bankrupt, was forced to sell out to Dundas’s neighbour, the Earl of Hopetoun. Dundas, however, could pass on to his son an estate of enhanced value.27


While the Lothians were the most fertile region in Scotland, improvement spread well beyond. Sir Archibald Grant of Monymusk ruled his estate in Aberdeenshire from 1716 to 1778. Till 1734 he was, though already interested in agricultural innovation, often away in Edinburgh and London, where he too served as an MP. He returned to Monymusk burdened with debt due to rash speculations. Now he threw all his energies into making his property profitable. In the north-east of Scotland that meant more radical changes to the landscape than any required further south. Grant became a great planter of trees in this bare, windswept corner of the country. Land he wished to enclose as fields first needed to be cleared of masses of boulders and rocks lying where retreating glaciers had dropped them at the end of the last ice age. The two aspects of husbandry complemented each other because the stones made excellent material for dykes; if there were still too many of them, they could be stored in a ‘consumption dyke’, the biggest of which, on the nearby estate of Kingswells, remains there to this day, 500 yards long, 30 feet wide and 6 feet high.28 On his new fields Sir Archibald altered the previous pattern of cultivation too. At first, like other progressive landlords, he urged his tenants to let their land lie fallow every so often. At the same time, he was introducing fresh crops – turnips, clover, rye grass – that cleansed the soil or put goodness back into it. He worked his way round to a system of rotation where such crops alternated with cereals; then he no longer had to let ground lie fallow. This was an innovation of great importance, and the financial results proved excellent: the rental of Monymusk tripled between 1733 and 1769. For tenants, the utility of having a resident landlord was tempered by his ruthlessness in exploiting his baron’s court or his power of eviction to enforce his regime. But it helped them all that they were only 20 miles from Aberdeen with its market for produce and opportunity for seaborne export.29
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There were, of course, also less successful efforts at improvement. On the grand scale it always proved expensive and liable to run into open or tacit opposition from the tenants. Where markets remained less accessible than round Edinburgh or Aberdeen, the increase in income a landlord might expect from his expenditures could remain slow or elusive. Even so, the shift from the concept of a countryside supporting subsistence to one expected to produce a profit proved in the long run decisive. If it worked, it was for the landlords an unequivocal good, though for their people more problematic.30


In the new system there was just no room for workers with as low a level of productivity as the old system had fostered. The superfluous peasants began to shift out of the former landscapes (a movement for which the not too accurate term of Lowland clearances has been coined).31 It did suit the interest of landowners that large numbers should do something other than they had done before, which often meant their living somewhere other than they had lived before, and there was always the simple expedient of refusing to renew leases when they came to term. In fact, the lower ranks of rural society moved not only under pressure but also voluntarily out of the scattered fermtouns, some into planned villages built by their landlords, others away altogether into the growing towns and cities or to another part of the country or indeed the world – then with the chance of improving their standard of living that they would not have found if they had stayed where they were. For example, in the parish of Temple in Midlothian, which included the estate of the Dundases of Arniston, Scotland’s political managers, the population dropped by one-third in the late eighteenth century, though the family never exerted the coercion it could have done.32




Protest would anyway have been misplaced when improvement was clearly propelling Scotland onto a higher economic plane. A demonstration of the benefits came in the ill years round 1740, which to long-lived contemporaries must at first have recalled the terrible failures of harvests and the famine of the 1690s. In 1739 there was again, in Scotland and in much of Western Europe, a poor harvest. After a bitter winter, with the ground lying frozen till April and frosts persisting till July, an even worse harvest followed in 1740. The dearth was not relieved before a good harvest in 1741, but meanwhile food riots broke out together with epidemics of typhus and measles among the weakened population. In a country like Scotland, near the northern limits of cultivation, the pattern was familiar. In the past it had brought crises of subsistence that at their worst killed thousands and caused economic disaster from which only long, slow, painful recovery was possible.33


In the Lowlands, at least, famine did not now ensue, nor any other dire sequel. Immediate problems of supply found an answer in more efficient import and distribution of grain than ever before. In the longer term the troubles were fairly easily redressed because higher prosperity and a better balance of payments had made the economy more resilient, so that years of debility no longer followed every crisis. Scots could afford to pay for food they did not produce themselves. This stopped short-term difficulties turning into long-term difficulties and destructive setbacks to development.34
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Indeed the agricultural revolution in Scotland would change the country’s husbandry from one of the most archaic to one of the most modern and productive in Europe. Again, however, we need at once to differentiate the picture, especially in the Highlands. This region was always going to be pastoral rather than arable, except in odd corners such as the Black Isle. Because of its remoteness, geology and climate it would also find improvement harder. As already remarked, the business of Highland cattle, though big business by the standards of the time, was still not big enough to effect any basic change in the way of life. Such change would come, however, through sheep. This might have seemed improbable to Rob Roy, who would have thought it demeaning to rustle sheep – ‘the Highlander thinks it less shameful to steal a hundred cattle than one single sheep; for a sheep-stealer is infamous even among them.’35


But, with the emergence of capitalist agriculture, demand from wider Scottish and British markets focused attention on the comparative advantages of any particular region. In the cities of the United Kingdom, a new population of industrial workers could no longer provide for their own food and clothing but bought their necessities from markets, which in turn got their supplies from the efforts of agricultural workers in the countryside. At this division of labour, meat and wool turned into commodities to be produced as efficiently as possible. There needed to be more intense use of the factors of production, above all land, with its withdrawal if necessary from less efficient uses – such as the subsistence agriculture of peasant farmers, including the Highlanders.36


It was not just a theoretical matter but implied many changes on the ground. Sheep-rearing needed first a new kind of big farm. For sheep there was no existing infrastructure of drove roads and trysts, so both marketing and transport had to be set up from scratch. Only units carrying over 2,000 animals gave an ample enough return to justify the investment and trouble. Often the changes also required new men, Lowlanders and Englishmen, but the awakening spirit of enterprise that carried some Gaels to America also took others into improvement of their local agriculture. Sheep-farms flourished round the southern end of the Great Glen, for example, whence wool could easily be transported by sea to textile mills in the Lowlands. Lochaber especially generated fresh fortunes in sheep, among the Camerons of Corrychoillie, Invercaddle and Kildermorie, or Donald MacDonald of Tulloch and Alexander MacDonald of Glencoe (yes, the successor to the chief whose clansmen had been massacred, along with himself, in 1692). They were all Gaels but capitalist farmers, too, on a novel pattern. Not only the shepherds but the sheep changed as well. Highland sheep of Rob Roy’s era had been small, skinny and shaggy, almost like puppies, yielding little meat or wool. With commercial production, they needed to be replaced by the Blackface and then the Cheviot breeds. These Highland sheep entered into competition with the Highland cattle. They also entered into competition with the Highland people.37


From the competition the Highland people were not always the total and catastrophic losers. They could hang on to arable ground if it was already productive enough, and if it had some link to urban and industrial development, or at least the prospect of one. That was what happened in the southern Highlands, especially the mainland and islands of the Campbells’ empire. It helped, of course, that the Dukes of Argyll did not want their tenants to go. The most conscientious and benevolent of them, John, the fifth duke, inherited his estate in 1770. During his reign, which lasted till 1806, he saw the population rise by 20 per cent, by even more on the islands, to his delight. He was hostile to emigration, reluctant to evict and determined to stimulate enough industry to provide a living for his people. He ruled his realm through chamberlains, and to the one in charge of Mull he wrote: ‘You must get the tacksmen of farms to accommodate poor people upon their different farms with cott-houses and yards free of rent where that is necessary.’38 He believed a thriving peasantry to be testimony to his own wealth and power, a source not just of revenue but also of prestige because the sons could be recruited into Highland regiments. The Campbells felt proud enough to commission a pictorial record of their achievements (by one of Edinburgh’s leading artists, Alexander Nasmyth), and here the images, of Inveraray and Loch Fyne from the old military road, are of harmony between man and nature in the craggy but improved landscape. In the end, though, the Campbells failed to halt the drift of population away to the Lowlands, though it did take another century for that to set in decisively.


As for the sheep, it was possible for the new breeds to be absorbed into the existing agricultural structures so long as these had been modernised before the flocks arrived. That happened in a few places, but for the rest there was a fatal lag. Then the destruction of runrig for the sake of the sheep entailed also the destruction of the traditional Highland society. Sutherland is usually taken as the great scene of this tragedy but the size of the ruling family’s estate made it an atypical example. Their delusion that all could be subjected to a master plan rested on the limitless money they had from their huge properties and investments in England. But no others among the surviving dynasties of Highland chiefs could say the same, and most had dropped by the early nineteenth century into deep financial trouble. The lucky ones were those in the east and south of the region, areas being assimilated to the Lowland economy. The destruction of the traditional Highland society turned out in either case the same.39
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This result could by no means be foreseen, however, at the start of the process of improvement. The first clash it provoked came in 1792, remembered in Gaelic oral tradition as Bliadhna nan Caorach, ‘the year of the sheep’. That summer the anxious peasants of Easter Ross got together to organise a drove of all the sheep introduced by the landlords, and to move them across the boundary of the River Beauly into Inverness-shire. The drove was broken up by three companies of the Black Watch from Fort George under the direction of the civil power in the person of Sheriff Donald MacLeod of Geanies. He was a Gael himself, and his general reaction proved interesting. He did not hesitate to enforce the law against the drovers, even though they tried to play on the understanding they felt he must have for their plight. He was respected in the county as a model improver, one who took account of the people’s interests as well as his own. On his estate, by the shores of the Moray Firth, he mounted an ambitious plan to convert moor into arable land by ‘inclosing, mixing the different soils by trenching, and laying on lime’, all of which also gave employment to locals. As a result, during the Highland crisis of subsistence in 1783, the starving had come down here from the mountains to be fed: ‘But for those supplies, disorder and rapine would have prevailed, and the poor, rendered desperate by famine like so many hungry wolves, would have broken loose and laid hands on whatever they could find.’ What a contrast from the previous famine! Then, in 1741, ‘many were found dead on the highways and in the fields; and others, though long fasting, expired as soon as they tasted food’.40


Sheriff MacLeod deserved well of the people of Ross, then, and in 1792 the drovers let him know they would exempt him from their action and leave his sheep alone. Yet they got him wrong. He refused to support them in any way against lawful authority. He later wrote: ‘The spirit of violence was carried so far as to set the civil power at defiance; the laws were trampled upon; there appeared to be no safety for property; and the gentlemen of the country seemed to be subjected to the power and control of an unruly and ungovernable mob.’ He insisted that, contrary to some modish opinion, sheep-farming benefited everybody. Though it had been introduced to Ross 15 years earlier, there was ‘not as yet one single family been obliged to emigrate on account of sheep’. To be sure, ‘some families have been obliged to change their situations, and move from one farm to another.’ They might dislike being shifted around, but they could hardly claim a right to live forever in one place, and their reaction was not ‘a good reason why a proprietor should preclude himself from letting to a more enterprising and active occupant’. Highland lairds ought to ‘have the same liberty of improving or managing their properties as seems to them the most conducive to their interest’ – even if depopulation followed, which MacLeod anyway thought unlikely. He assured the people of Ross that ‘introducing a source of wealth and staple of manufacture hitherto unknown amongst them [would] increase their numbers and their happiness’.41


Here were the thoughts of a humane, liberal, progressive landlord optimistic about the prospects both for improvement and for the people affected by it, because confident that an expanding economy could absorb the displaced population. He represented the type of those sure they were leading Scotland to a better future. After the chiefs, the most influential Highlanders by now were gentlemen with an enlightened education, as MacLeod had had in studying law at the University of Edinburgh and imbibing the values of improving Lowlanders. Application of their values brought spectacular results and made their region’s economy one of the most dynamic in Europe. That, too, had involved displacement of the population. Yet there was no unrest to speak of. The economy absorbed people into new activities without much pain. It would not have been unreasonable of Sheriff MacLeod to suppose that, given similar vigour and purpose, spectacular results might be achieved in the Highlands too. Of course, the terrain and climate made this harder: a new rural economy here would, for example, still have more stock than grain, in contrast to the Lowlands. But the policies could be adjusted and the commitments of men such as MacLeod, rooted in this soil, might win the same popular assent to a process of benefit to all in the end.42


So MacLeod saw no good reason for resistance. Individual occupancy had, after all, never been assured in the old Highlands either. Clansmen might have believed in a hereditary right to occupy some holding on their chiefs’ territory, but that could not have amounted to a right to a specific plot because no such guarantee had been feasible in an unstable society. Clans often lost territory to their foes, through blunder, delusion or misdeed. Mobility was nothing new in the Gàidhealtachd. What MacLeod and his like might hope for was to make it a force for good, not ill. Then Highland and Lowland lairds would be espousing identical aims, public-spirited and indeed patriotic.43


A possible consequence might have been for the social structure in the Highlands to move closer to that of the rural Lowlands. Out of a new agriculture, driven by markets, a class of independent farmers could have arisen alongside a class of labourers without land who lived by working for them. In much of the Highlands to the east of the Great Glen, together with the Black Isle, this was more or less what did happen, though farms remained smaller and farmers poorer than in the Lowlands. In the north and west things were different. Individual plots survived, but constantly diminishing in size as ever larger numbers of tenants squeezed onto them. In such a conservative society, to be landless was to drop out of it. So people divided their parcels of land again and again, often to let their children stay, marry and have a family of their own. In the Highlands the old peasantry in communal settlements had not evaporated. It just turned into a new peasantry on smallholdings, or rather groups of such holdings, with a residual element of common grazings on the hills behind. This is the definition of crofts, as they came to be known. While one class, the tacksmen, vanished from the Gàidhealtachd, another emerged, much more numerous and precarious. The intricacy of the old Highland society polarised into uniformity on two tiers, landlords and crofters, with greater risk of a straight conflict of interest.44
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In the end the novel structure did not make its members better off on either tier: for once, Scottish improvers failed to improve. There followed instead something like what happened in Ireland or other peripheral parts of Europe where rewards from development never offset the penalties of a rapid rise in population. In poor years it came, with bad crops or low prices for cattle, close to the margin of survival. The Highland population did not, to be sure, rise as fast as the Lowland population, because part of the natural increase continued to be creamed off by migration. People on the fringes of the region drifted into the booming economy of central Scotland. So the population grew fastest on the furthest parts. According to the unofficial census carried out by Dr Alexander Webster in 1755, the Inner and Outer Hebrides contained 19,000 people. By the census of 1801 they contained 30,000 people, an increase of 60 per cent.45


Certain historians have taken to labelling the late eighteenth century in the Highlands as the ‘first phase of clearance’,46 in uneasy awareness of its scant resemblance to what would happen in the nineteenth century. The question arises whether it can be called ‘clearance’ at all. The term was never used at the time, so it is impossible to say what contemporaries might have meant by it. Nowadays it is bandied about so sloppily that some blameless souls take it as a synonym for genocide. If ‘clearance’ should be assumed to mean the disappearance of a population from its habitat, then in the Highlands of 1800 there was not a single county, not a single island, not a single parish, not a single estate that was cleared. On the contrary, the population continued its rapid increase. Amid the pressure on resources a good many Highlanders were bound to ‘change their situations’, in Sheriff MacLeod’s apt phrase. Landlords, deploying ample legal powers, did often direct the movement. Their main resort to coercion, however, came in seeking to stop emigrants, not without success. Absence of depopulation, with use of coercion rather to promote the opposite result, vindicates a denial that in this era any Highland clearances took place.
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In the Lowlands the changes produced by improvement had run ahead of those in the Highlands, but at first were just as patchy and gradual. Right till 1750 many peasants still lived in fermtouns. From then on the pace of rationalisation and specialisation speeded up in response to urban demand for food and raw materials. The Lowland countryside had inherited from the past a social structure on three levels: a small class of landowners at the top, in the middle the tenant farmers and their families working most of the land, and at the bottom the cotters or labourers who might pay in kind for a small plot of their own but usually toiled for other people. Even in the old Scots Parliament the landlords had been strengthening their hand – for example, by an Act for the Division of Commonties (1695) – and widening their power to reorganise and consolidate lands lying in runrig. They continued to do so right through the eighteenth century, with their lawyers (who were often their relations) strengthening aspects of absolute ownership actually alien to the prevailing feudal system: the most notable package of reforms came under the abolition of heritable jurisdictions in 1747.47


At the end of the century Sir John Sinclair of Ulbster in Caithness made himself the intellectual leader – if a tedious and pedantic one – of agronomy, the science of what makes farming work (at least for the ruling class). He reckoned there were 8,000 landlords in Scotland, of whom about 400 had large properties worth at least £2500 and about 1,000 possessed middling estates worth between £600 and £2,500.48 Inside this body of proprietors several things were going on at once. One appeared in a certain tendency to still greater concentration of ownership. With it came an uneven but persistent upward trend in agricultural prices, partly due to the general growth in a prospering society’s demand for food and raw materials: exports of grain died away while imports of grain grew common, though again the changes were seldom sudden or wholesale. Meanwhile, landlords demanded higher rents, something initially often connected with an urge to underwrite a more lavish lifestyle rather than with any systematic investment in improvement as such.


One way tenants could meet such demands on them was by finding extra sources of income; for example, many agricultural households took up weaving, in which the women and children of a fermtoun could lend a useful hand. The more enterprising tenants had otherwise been finding means to enlarge their holdings and assume a dominant position at least within the shared farm.49 The logical consequence was merger of the strips and plots, with individual leases and enclosure as the sequels. Once the common grazing also got divided up, the fermtouns really lost their point.50 In other words, farms with multiple tenants were consolidated into one unit with a single tenant.


Probably the bulk of Scotland’s better land got enclosed in this way during the second half of the eighteenth century, the changes being in the end implemented so radically as to erase almost all trace of the traditional arrangements.51 In early maps of Scotland we see patches of improvement on a generally unimproved terrain, but gradually their area spread till they pretty well covered the Lowlands.52 By the time of Sinclair’s Old Statistical Account, published in instalments from 1791 to 1799, everyone was clear what improved farming meant, and this set the standard against which most of his contributors measured the condition of their own parishes.
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The picture was a diverse one. Though many farms retained mixed agriculture, it could readily become more specialised. On ground more suitable for arable purposes, rotation of crops now became possible, as it scarcely could have been in the regime of runrig. On ground more suitable for pastoral purposes, superior grasses for the beasts would be sown so that the business of capitalist breeding and sale might begin. A bleak and treeless agricultural landscape, with human settlement scattered scrubbily across it, gave way to the orderly modern version with a nuclear farm, spick and span steadings, neat fields, trimmed hedges and tidy copses.53


While the new type of tenanted farm had a structure that looked fairly similar everywhere, it did vary in size from one region to another. It was for the feudal superior and proprietor on each estate to determine the degree of variation. After the middle of the eighteenth century, the long-term tendency towards larger holdings quickened into a more positive drive, because the benefits of big farms in terms of productivity were now clearly coming to outweigh the difficulties of surmounting the social hindrances to their formation.54 In these circumstances the ambitious tenant could also carve out a niche, typically aiming at a farm of at least 100 acres, or even a multiple of that in favourable regions, so creating an agricultural enterprise with its own team of full-time workers. The new type of tenant farmer was little constrained in directing his labours except by the terms of his lease or feu. The fermtoun’s community of peasants turned into a place of work where the employer faced the employees with no mediation55. The unequal distribution of power minimised conflict, but the reckoning came in rural depopulation. Superior in this structure as the farmer was to his workers, he had a place within the hierarchy of his own kind too, set by the scale on which he operated – and the difference between the greater and the lesser farmers also widened. The main beneficiaries of the change were those at the top of the tree, but at the bottom stood tenants, or even owners, struggling to make an independent livelihood, perhaps with only 40 marginal acres on a cold upland edge. Most farms, of course, lay somewhere in between.56


The working unit now consisted of a compact block of ground under individual control, without any form of common land attached. On mixed farms, rotational crops covered nearly all the farmland and the grazing animals were fitted into the rotation. Buildings – farmhouse, steading and cottages – usually arose within the boundaries of the farm and housed the entire full-time workforce with their families.57 The optimal course for the owner or tenant was to shape this group to be just big enough to perform the necessary tasks in the kinds of agriculture suited to his farm, its tradition, soil, climate and potential markets. He turned steadily more intolerant of any waste of space in the shape of smallholdings, especially as he needed a workforce completely under his control through the whole day and over the cycle of seasons, a workforce indeed further disciplined in terms of employment by being subject to hire for six months or a year.58 At the base of the pyramid, the class of cotters who had earlier formed such a large part of the rural population faded away. They became in effect landless labourers with, in most regions, little chance of ever acquiring a place of their own.59 Whatever the scale of farming, a growing gulf was evident in relations between the farmer and his workers and in their different patterns of social behaviour. So improvement turned out not merely a technical, agricultural matter: it brought deep changes in the wider economy, in Scottish society and even in politics.


The south-east of Scotland – Berwickshire, Roxburghshire and especially East Lothian – led the transformation. Here small farms steadily merged into big farms, with most people reduced to employees of big farmers. The minister of Ayton in Berwickshire, a parish where the Border hills came down to the coastal plain, caught the changes of the age in midflight. In the Old Statistical Account he wrote that the lands


some years ago were all runrig . . . They are now divided, have convenient farmhouses and are highly improved . . . The greatest part of the lands in this parish is inclosed with hedges. Fences of this kind are recommended both by their beauty and utility. The rise of rent seems to have operated here as a spur to exertion and improvement in agriculture. The farms have rather decreased in number. Some of them, though but few, extend to 500 or 600 acres.60


Elsewhere in Scotland small farms held their place better. Fife, Perthshire and Angus had many big farms too, but more balanced by smaller ones. The minister of Ceres in Fife described how in his parish the biggest was of 400 acres but the least of only 20: ‘these, owing to the rise of the value of land, and improvements in agriculture, although feued out at the full rent, are now become of greater value to the feuars than to the superior’.61


The north-east of Scotland had a larger number of small farms, so offering at least a little hope that the agricultural worker might be able to better himself by acquiring one in time.62 There was a ladder he might climb from small to big holdings, if with the greatest number available at the lowest rung, just on the margin of independent farming. Here, even so, hired hands continued to outnumber independent farmers by almost three to one. This region also saw the emergence of what were in effect crofts, though they would never be included in the crofting legislation of the late nineteenth century.63 On them agricultural tasks had to be combined with other ways of making a living, but at least this might start an intending farmer off. The number of crofts grew till they became as numerous as the independent farms, because the foothills of the Grampian Mountains, unusually, had at the end of the eighteenth century a reserve of cultivable land waiting to be brought under the plough. Lairds, to secure the clearance and improvement of such land, placed settlers on the bare hillsides and moorlands. ‘The size of farms is difficult to average,’ said the minister of Alford, ‘as they differ prodigiously from one another, not only in the whole extent, but also in the quantity of the different soils of land that make up a farm in that country.’ The transition from runrig had not yet been fully accomplished: the farms ‘are in general still under the old divisions, with very irregular marches, as when antiquated notions of convenience, and no idea of inclosing, or regular fields, were in view’.64


Meanwhile in the western Lowlands the farming, while modernised in technique, was consolidated within holdings much on the old scale, and the family farm of 50 to 150 acres continued to prevail.65 The minister of Beith in Ayrshire thought he knew why:




There are in this parish 105 heritors, besides a considerable number of smaller proprietors in the village. This circumstance is supposed to have much influence upon the cultivation, and of consequence upon the produce and rent of lands. The small landholders generally reside upon their own property; and improvements made by any of them, in the cultivation of their lands, and management of their farms, are more readily adopted by the rest, than those introduced by persons who have large estates, or carry on farming upon a more extensive scale, because they are evidently more within their reach. The lands in this parish are almost all arable, and were generally enclosed many years ago.66


Altogether, in the Lowlands as in the Highlands, agricultural improvement remained under the control of the landowners. The rural economy was labour-intensive by later standards, but also exploitative. The exploitation came more through the market than at the hands of the landowners themselves, who even yet could not really screw up their demands on tenants of mostly limited resources. But the proprietors had to get a higher income from somewhere for the conspicuous consumption they aspired to, now that they had a position to keep up not just in remote and ramshackle Scotland but in the United Kingdom – the level on which they came to measure their prestige. This ideally entailed life in a gracious country house with social seasons spent elsewhere, even occasionally in London, more often in Edinburgh or at least in the county town, with the attendant expenses for hospitality, carriages, clothes and servants.67


By 1814, after 20 years of heavy investment by landlords in their estates, it was reckoned that the land-rent of Scotland had increased by a steady £100,000 to £200,000 a year. Scots landlords obtained their higher returns not from rack-renting but from step-changes when the leases fell in and were renewed by public roup. Yet this could not have happened unless prospective tenants felt sure of expanding their output and getting good prices for their produce. Agriculture always suffered from the fact that the best growing seasons might bring lower prices for the crop, because of the excess of supply over demand. The countervailing factor in contemporary Scotland was the rapid increase in population, beginning in the second half of the eighteenth century and continuing well into the nineteenth. The first official census of the United Kingdom in 1801 recorded the population of Scotland at 1,608,000, compared with 1,265,000 in Dr Alexander Webster’s census of 1755.68




Scottish agriculture, which had probably reached its climatic limits of expansion under the old ways by the middle of the eighteenth century, afterwards passed through a momentous transition to more intensive farming sustained by increasing commercialisation and higher levels of investment. To add political to the economic terms, the mechanisms of the market transmitted the benefits of high protective barriers and soaring public expenditure to individual landlords. So prosperous were these landlords that they proved willing to invest in social capital for its indirect effect on their rental income, for example, in turnpike roads and model villages.69


Scotland at the Union was a backward nation by European standards. The improvers took the first forward steps but national penury made them slow: there was a desperate shortage of capital and the Union had as yet raised hardly anybody’s income. During the eighteenth century this changed and the leadership of Scotland changed too. In line with that, the aristocratic Society of Improvers gave way to a broader movement incorporating the rural middle class, successful farmers and clergymen who recorded and applauded their efforts, together with others who diffused information through local reports, magazines and societies. The outlook stimulated in this way, bringing together social analysis, structural reform and technological advance, spread a more general awareness of their opportunities among the nation of Scots. In particular, it became both profitable and fashionable for landowners to make the most of their superior position, not by entrenching themselves in privilege but by placing themselves at the forefront of progress.
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Industry: ‘Very great profits’


On 13 November 1716, a party of a dozen men climbed up the Silver Glen, which rises steeply into the Ochil Hills just to the east of the village of Alva in Clackmannanshire. Half were gentlemen, the rest labourers with picks and shovels. At their head strode Charles Maitland, Earl of Lauderdale, who had fought against the Jacobites at the Battle of Sheriffmuir exactly a year before, but since settled himself into a civil sinecure as captain-general of the Scottish mint. John Haldane of Gleneagles was a second staunch supporter of the Hanoverian succession and had suffered for his pains, during the late rebellion, a raid by the rebels on his house and estate north of the Ochils. Then there was William Drummond, Lauderdale’s working deputy at the mint – though not working that hard because the mint no longer produced any coins, and would never produce any more before its abolition in 1817. With them was Dr Justus Brandshagen, present on the express orders of King George I, who had previously employed him as a mining expert in the Electorate of Hanover. And then there was James Hamilton, also some kind of early geologist but, more to the point, the man who had revealed the secrets of the Silver Glen to the British government.1


The most important member of the party, however, was Sir John Erskine of Alva, the local laird whose estate included the glen: in fact his residence, Alva House, stood right at the foot of it. And Sir John was a Jacobite, only just returned from exile in France – a brief exile compared to what some of his fellows would be forced to endure. Before the rebellion he had been making a name for himself as one of the nation’s most progressive landowners. He invested in enclosures and plantations. He introduced red clover to Scotland, a most useful plant good not only as fodder for cattle but also for fixing nutritious nitrogen in the soil. Another of his interests lay in mining for metal, a promising venture because the Ochils were composed of igneous rock where aeons ago the great heat forming them had tended to separate out the minerals within the original molten mass. Probably there were always odd, casual finds here of interesting nuggets. But Sir John took the trouble to call on the only kind of experts then known to him, men working the pits at Leadhills in Dumfriesshire, and asked them to prospect for possible profitable traces of metal. By December 1714 they had ‘found great variety of ores, some rich in silver, some copper’.2


In July 1715, Hamilton was invited by Erskine to come and investigate the mine that the lads from Leadhills had dug: ‘in some weeks’ work, the vein appeared more promising but this happened a very little only before he left his own house,’ Hamilton later reported. In fact, this expert managed in eight days to extract 433 ounces of silver. He handed it over to Sir John, who took it and promptly vanished: the Jacobite standard had just been raised on the Braes of Mar in Aberdeenshire. He presumably set out straight for the north, but must almost at once have been ordered by the leader of the rebellion, his kinsman, John Erskine, Earl of Mar, to go over to Europe and organise shipments of arms. By the time of Sheriffmuir he was already in France. His mission would take up all his time and energy till the collapse of the rising in February 1716. Still, Lady Erskine, left at home, was a resourceful woman and in the absence of her husband she kept four miners busy in the Silver Glen under Hamilton’s supervision. Over the winter they dug out as much ore as they could. The best of it was melted down for its silver, and the rest, about 40 tons, was buried in barrels near the house. Then Lady Erskine closed the mine and had it filled up with rocks and earth. But the family’s situation was by this stage alarming. She tried desperately to find ways of sending her husband money. He was stuck in Lübeck on the Baltic Sea, hoping to take ship to Sweden and seek help from King Charles XII.3


It was Hamilton who almost by accident came to the rescue. Having nothing more to do at Alva, he carried some of the ore to London. He went to the lord mayor, Sir Charles Peers, to tell him about the mine, and a sample of the ore was sent for assay to Sir Isaac Newton, no less, who found it ‘exceeding rich’ with 7.5 per cent of silver. The Erskines were quick to exploit the unexpected turn of events. They could appeal to an old Scots law, dating back to 1592, which stated that a tenth of the produce of any mine of gold or silver was the king’s share.4 On the strength of this, Sir John now made it known that, if he were to receive a pardon, he would feel able to reveal the mine’s secrets. He might then resume his mining, at the price – cheap in the circumstances – of handing over 10 per cent of the revenue to the crown. Since the government in London was otherwise intent on hunting down fugitive Jacobites, Sir John’s proposal had actually to go up for approval to the Cabinet. There the king’s ministers swallowed his bait, though only on the condition (presumably imposed by George I) that Dr Brandshagen should travel across from Hanover to inspect the site at Alva.


That was how the party came to be mounting the Silver Glen on a winter’s morning in November 1716. Erskine had got a safe conduct home and stood by with his Hanoverian minders while the workmen reopened the mine. They extracted further samples of ore, on which Brandshagen was to report to the king: ‘I found it of an extraordinary nature, such as to my knowledge none like have ever been seen in Europe.’ At Alva the hard labour was not yet finished, however. Hamilton pointed out the spot where he said the barrels of previously excavated ore lay buried. When the workmen dug down, they found nothing. Erskine helpfully intervened to say his servants had told him some barrels were reburied in the garden. The workmen dug down again and found six barrels, but all were filled just with stones. The Hanoverian officials began to suspect they were being codded. They interrogated the workmen, who were evasive. It seemed the rest of the ore had been removed during Sir John’s absence, though nobody knew where.5


The officials retreated empty-handed, therefore, and Erskine doubtless saw them off with a beaming smile and a cheery wave. A couple of years later he duly received a royal licence to work his mines, so long as he gave the crown its tenth of the proceeds; this share amounted in the end to £20. Yet he had loads of money from somewhere, for he continued with a lavish programme of improvements to his estate. He enclosed the carse in front of his house, and on the hill behind he created a plantation of native and exotic trees. He imported the ‘English husbandry’, even though ‘he had little partiality for the personal manners of that people’. He developed coal-mines and even built a canal by which the coal could be transported down the valley of the River Devon to the Firth of Forth. Some time later he had a conversation with a neighbour: ‘When I first formed my scheme of policy for this place, I was drawing such sums out of the mine that I could not help looking upon the Elector of Hanover as a small man.’6
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The episode was not only amusing but also instructive. It demonstrated an attitude to wealth that the course of the eighteenth century would transform. At the beginning the Scots and every other people in Europe regarded precious metals as representing some sort of absolute value: the more of them that any citizen or nation could accumulate, the richer that citizen or nation became. By the end of the century the idea had been exploded. In The Wealth of Nations (1776), Adam Smith devoted a long ‘Digression on Silver’ to showing how this was a commodity which, while useful as a medium of exchange, a standard of measurement or a store of value, itself suffered fluctuations in its purchasing power.7 When, for example, the British government advanced a bounty on the export of wheat, the value of silver fell in real terms. And look at the fate of Spain since it had imported so much silver from America: it was once a rich country but now a poor one. What enriched a nation or its citizens was not the amount of precious metal they hoarded but the uses to which they put these and indeed all the resources at their disposal. If they invested their capital at a profit, they would grow rich. If not, they would stay poor.


The Scots then began to understand how to make themselves rich, and set about doing so. Agriculture remained for the time being by far the most important sector of their economy, and its improvement was what did most to increase their riches. All the same, industry promised much for the future if only means could be found to make it flourish. Just as in the case of agriculture, however, the Union offered no magic wands to wave for industry either, something that became clear within a couple of decades. For agriculture a private initiative led to the foundation of the Society of Improvers in 1723, while for industry a public initiative seemed necessary. In 1727 the Board of Commissioners and Trustees for Improving Fisheries and Manufactures in Scotland was appointed; a judge, Andrew Fletcher, Lord Milton, became the leading figure in it.8


Before and after the Union, textile manufacture, especially of linen, was the only kind of industry the Scots had much of. Nobody could pretend the products were sophisticated, but not every customer bought the finest linen and Scotland enjoyed reasonable success in selling its coarser wares south of the border; in 1705, when the English had sought to frighten the Scots into the Union, they threatened to ban these exports. After 1707 the tables were turned: the Scottish market opened to English products and then at the top end of it the locally produced material scarcely stood comparison with the best imported stuff.9 As the merchants of Edinburgh ruefully remarked in 1710, ‘it may well be remembered that the great inducement made use of to engage Scotland in this Union was the prospect of improving and vending our linen in manufactories by a direct exportation as well to the west of Germania as to the West Indies.’10 Now the commercial liberalisation seemed to have brought hardly any benefits, certainly not the economic boom glibly predicted by unionists. Still, the idea of protectionism came readily to the contemporary mind, far more readily than free trade ever did. Surely, then, it had to be the responsibility of the authorities of the new United Kingdom to assuage Scotland’s plight. If with no great alacrity, these authorities agreed they should devise some arrangement for improving the range and quality of Scottish textiles. It was the board of trustees that got the job.


Working with only a meagre budget, the board of trustees had to make a lot of things change if the Scots were to sell more of their linen to the English or to anybody else. As a matter of fact it did make things change, or at least helped to, something seen most strikingly in the figures for output. The board’s practice was to stamp consignments of cloth in approval of their quality and readiness for sale. During the first year of operation in 1729, the officials stamped 2.2 million yards of cloth. By the next year the volume had already reached 3.7 million yards. By 1770, it doubled to 7.6 million yards and, by 1780, it nearly doubled again to 13.4 million yards – and all this excluding the quantities of linen never sold but consumed in the manufacturing households. The value of output over the period sextupled.11
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Linen was produced from flax, a plant the Scots had cultivated for centuries.12 It therefore formed part of the as yet generally unimproved system of agriculture. The women of the fermtouns span or wove the linen when they had nothing better to do in the fields, and they seldom found any great interest in putting a high finish on the cloth. This was just a small part of their daily toil, aimed at best at a local market and often only meant to clothe the family, so they had little need to worry about quality. Some of the board of trustees’ plans to deal with this sort of situation were simple: for instance, they offered prizes for improved standards of flax, yarn and cloth. In 1783 the poet Robert Burns won £3 for a sample of the seed he produced from the field of flax he grew on his farm of Lochlea at Tarbolton in Ayrshire (though this did not persuade him to settle down to agricultural life).13 The board also had a policy of bringing in foreign craftsmen, Dutch weavers or French fashioners of cambric, to demonstrate their superior skills and technical know-how to doltish Scots. Then the more efficient Dutch looms were distributed to capable craftsmen who might use them to set an example to others. The replacement of the Scottish muckle wheel by the Saxon wheel (of the type that appears as a prop in the Grimms’ fairy tales) did greatly speed up production. But then the problem was getting enough spun flax to keep the weavers busy, and the mechanical spinning of linen did not reach Scotland till much later.14


Meanwhile, the board of trustees was also sending industrial spies abroad. One had the mission of finding out about the difficult processes of scutching and heckling flax; by scutching the woody straw round the fibres of the plant was removed, and by heckling the fibres were split and straightened ready to spin. The enterprising spook not only found out about these activities, but once he was home again also invented a scutching machine to run on water-power and set it up at Bonnington Mills by the Water of Leith. Before the end of the century more than 300 textile mills were constructed in Scotland.15 The processing of the flax then took place right round the country, from Caithness to Dumfriesshire. There was yarn to be purchased by Lowland buyers even in the more accessible Highland glens. In 1787 capital from merchants in Dundee financed the first mechanically powered mill at Brigton in Angus. But the greatest expansion took place in the west of Scotland, where output trebled in the course of the century.


There were strenuous efforts to improve the quality of the product too. The board of trustees commissioned research from Francis Home, professor of materia medica at the University of Edinburgh, who demonstrated that sulphuric acid, or vitriol as it was then called, would be the best bleaching agent for linen.16 Because the board had only limited resources, it tended over time to concentrate them on investment at the stage of finishing the linen, something unavoidably capital-intensive. Especially costly was the creation of bleach-fields, which required several acres of good, flat land with plentiful supplies of pure water and a lot of heavy water-powered machinery.


So a problem of finance existed too. In 1745 a dedicated kind of credit was made available with the establishment by royal charter of the British Linen Company (which at length turned into the British Linen Bank and survived in some form till 1999). The initial purpose of this company was not to conduct banking business in the conventional sense but rather to provide credit to spinners and weavers. Still, it had enough flexibility in the terms of its charter to develop its supplementary and in the end alternative role as a bank.17 As a matter of fact, it turned away with some relief from the vagaries of financing manufacture.


But on the whole Scotland dealt successfully with the various requirements for improving its production of textiles, so successfully as to bring about not just industrial but also social and even cultural change. The manufacture of linen became much more than a domestic and part-time occupation. Always labour-intensive, it first usually flourished in the countryside where the most surplus workers were to be found. It could, for example, draw on those tenants needing means to meet their landlords’ demands for higher rents or being released from agriculture altogether. In 1767 a Jacobite exile, Sir James Steuart, published his Inquiry into the Principles of Political Economy, in which he noted that the preparing and spinning of linen were processes that let the humble cotter put almost every member of his household to work. In The Wealth of Nations, Smith agreed (though on most points always dissenting from Steuart) that it was the families of cotters who carried on most of the spinning.18
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In social terms, spinning was seen primarily as a job for women, usually a part-time one combined with others, domestic and agricultural. Weaving preserved itself as a mainly male occupation, and full-time too. It was concentrated in Fife, Angus and Perthshire on the east coast, in Lanarkshire and Renfrewshire in the west. The earliest sign of the groupings of looms under one roof on a scale worthy of the name of factory might be discerned in small ports such as Arbroath, Dundee and Montrose, where sales overseas always formed a valuable part of the local manufacturers’ business.19 The expansion even reached the prosperous county town of Perth, which was not in the event to enjoy much of an industrial future. But at the end of the eighteenth century it had 1,500 looms on the go, probably with at least the same number again in the surrounding villages: the fast-flowing waters of the Rivers Tay and Almond were the reason for this local spread, together with the carses where bleach-fields could be laid out.


Poor people could readily take up the trade because its tools were cheap, with looms and spinning wheels costing just a few pounds. Preparation of the flax did not need much equipment anyway, though large volumes of water had to be on hand together with the labour to steep and ret the raw flax, so breaking up its structure: this process gave off a foul stench. The hecklers then took over, breaking the woody fragments of the retted flax to extract the fibre and comb it out – a skilled job, but again one for which the simplest tools sufficed. This was another trade that Burns tried but did not stick at. According to his brother Gilbert, he ‘wrought at the business of a flax-dresser in Irvine for six months, but abandoned it at that period, as neither agreeing with his health nor inclination’.20




It was through cheap labour, at least short of the finishing process, that Scottish linens became competitive in external markets. Probably they still did not at first contribute all that much to the balance of payments. While a good deal of raw flax, of superior quality, was imported from the Baltic region, helping to improve both the supply and the standard of the Scottish production, exports could only be developed in the first instance by protective tariffs and bounties. The temporary withdrawal in 1753 of one type of bounty sharply depressed the trade, which bounced straight back once the bounty was restored; so demand could not have been much of a factor.21 A lot of the output always got retained for domestic consumption in Scotland, but over time profitable markets emerged in London, from which most of the linen was re-exported, or else, for cargoes shipped directly from Glasgow, in the colonies of North America and the West Indies.


The merchants who went on to make fortunes in this traffic had often started out as master weavers of linen, men such as David Dale, Archibald Buchanan, Adam and James Monteith. They were also to be midwives for the successor trade to the manufacture of linen, the manufacture of cotton. Even with the help of the board of trustees, it was in the end Scots that needed to liberate native enterprise. In linen, they had brought about the only early, sustained and significant growth to be found in the economy of the eighteenth century.22 The growth remained quite slow even so, yet it did carry on through the later and more dramatic expansion of cotton. There is a tendency to forget linen’s importance to the economy especially of the west of Scotland because it slumped at the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, after a large transfer of capital and labour into cotton. But, till a couple of decades before, there had been nothing to rival it.
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While Scottish industrial expansion might have got an initial push from the British state, that stimulus was before long no longer needed. Industrial revolution took flight out of the commercial experience and proficiency of the nation’s own new class of textile tycoons.23 When the opportunities in cotton came along, the capital and knowledge they had acquired from linen made them natural pioneers in a new line of business.24 It was again in the west of Scotland that certain of them, often in partnership with merchants such as Dale, converted to cotton. The simple reason lay in the better commercial prospects. Every country in northern Europe might grow its own flax but not every one of them could import raw cotton from colonies in other continents or send the finished product out again. Especially along the River Clyde oceanic trade had developed, offering at its Scottish end fresh fields of investment for new mercantile fortunes. It also attracted paternalist landowners extending the agenda of improvement and looking for ways to employ the surplus labour displaced by that.


Of course these old and new leaders of Scottish society also made money, in some cases a great deal of money. And for this ample reward they needed no huge down-payment.25 To begin with, cotton required little more than linen had done in terms of skills, technology and fixed investment: for example, the bleach-fields laid out and the dye works set up for linen could serve also for cotton.26 It is often assumed that the actual shift from the one to the other resulted from the outbreak of the American War of Independence in 1776, when Glasgow at once lost its transatlantic trade in tobacco. But its merchants had already accumulated enough capital both to withstand the shock and to develop fresh interests. They soon replaced tobacco from Virginia with cotton from the West Indies, and it was a natural step for other entrepreneurs in the city then to start processing the cotton. In fact, this manufacture had already started up out of the manufacture of fine linen and silk. Merchants importing cotton wool began about 1770 to supply the weavers in Glasgow and Paisley who made fustian for men’s clothing from a mixture of cotton yarn and linen yarn. To go over from production in both to production in one or the other, or vice versa, was evidently no problem. The American war if anything helped, for it tended to raise wages and demand at a time when cotton was in real terms becoming cheaper, flax more expensive and silk more expensive still. Another reason Glasgow’s merchants took to the change was that West Indian planters tied supplies of such lucrative commodities as sugar and rum to a willingness to take more cotton. Between 1775 and 1812 imports of it into the Clyde increased 80 times over.27
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Cotton brought about bigger changes than linen on the Scottish industrial and urban scene, in particular by creating early on quite large complexes of factories for mass production. During an initial boom from 1788 to 1792 landowners and farmers also took part in setting up these mills, though often their role was that of sleeping partners willing to lease rights over land and water to industrialists. The Earl of Bute acted in just this way at Rothesay on the Isle of Bute, the Duke of Atholl at Stanley in Perthshire. The hanging judge Lord Braxfield, who feued the site of New Lanark to Dale, showed no further interest in the factory once he had fulfilled his legal function. On the other hand there were merchants, especially West Indian merchants, who got more closely involved. James Finlay & Co., the largest manufacturer of cotton in Scotland after 1801, counted many merchants among its shareholders, while Robert Owen, Dale’s son-in-law and successor, counted more. Big technological advances for cotton had already been achieved in England with the spinning jenny and the mule. When this last innovation was linked to the steam engine perfected by James Watt, maker of instruments to the University of Glasgow, the factories freed themselves from the need to be close to a river or burn for the sake of the water-power. They could then arise on a much larger scale anywhere in the cities and towns. By 1812 Sir John Sinclair estimated that the textile industry employed more than 150,000 Scots, many still working from home but with a growing number toiling in 120 mills. The mechanisation of spinning and weaving concentrated in these complexes came, more than anything else, to symbolise the industrial revolution.28


Much of this took place close to the older communities of individual textile workers, yet it was a world away from their small-scale production of more specialised wares, often in their own homes. True, they had been able to double their output after the flying shuttle came into general use in Scotland during the 1770s. By 1795 Scotland had 39,000 weavers producing cotton on handlooms, most full-time, supported by 13,000 women and girls who helped them with the fiddly tasks of dressing the loom and setting it up for work. What these family businesses could not do was keep up with the abundance of cheap yarns generated by mechanisation. From that point of view the weaver became a bottleneck in the process of production (though at least that meant he got well paid). Yet, even in its finer variations, weaving was quite an easy trade to master.29


In the final years of the eighteenth century individual handloom weaving saw its golden age. Demand for the products was high, the workforce enterprising and prosperous, though these qualities remained subdued somewhat by one inherited circumstance. In the west of Scotland textiles looked back on a long history, and most royal burghs had a weavers’ incorporation; the one in Glasgow boasted a charter dating from 1528. Membership of it was restricted to the privileged group that had served a formal apprenticeship, often gained through some link of blood or obligation with the existing members. Less well-connected families just wanting to earn a living from textiles needed to fan out beyond the old boundaries of the burgh into Anderston, Calton, Gorbals or other nearby communities, where the privileges of its crafts did not apply. Part-suburb and part-village, these places were largely peopled by weavers living in characteristic cottages usually of one storey, certainly of no more than two, helped in their labour again by their relations. They had a slow and tedious job, but one which left them ample time to think and talk to friends, neighbours or workmates who might drop by their workshops. The thinking and talking were often supplemented by reading in the evening. John Galt’s novel, Annals of the Parish (1821), set in the Ayrshire of the preceding decades, depicts a typical scene at the time of the French Revolution with local weavers clubbing together to subscribe to a newspaper from which they took turns to read aloud to one another. A school of poets at Paisley, led by Robert Tannahill and Alexander Wilson, sprang from the same ranks. They were men of independent mind and their politics tended to be radical.30


[image: image]


Yet the golden age was brief: the weavers soon faced a technological turning point that was transformed into an economic and social crisis too. The introduction of the power loom, first used successfully at Catrine in Ayrshire in 1807 and soon afterwards at the other establishments of James Finlay & Co., was a direct challenge to the methods of the individual weavers. From that point their position steadily worsened. Partly this followed on from the previous excessive influx of labour into their trade, something bound to depress wages. Partly it was owed to the catastrophic failure of an ill-judged strike in 1812, by weavers hoping to enforce obsolete regulations that would restrict entry and enforce a minimum scale of prices. But the basic reason lay in the dynamic new methods represented by the power looms. By 1813 the number of them at work in Scotland was 1,400 and rising rapidly. They would spell doom to the independent weaver, if not finally for another couple of decades. He would suffer a lot of misery meanwhile.31


Huge mills for cotton were being built: New Lanark had opened in 1785, Deanston in Perthshire in the same year and Catrine in Ayrshire in 1787 as the precursors of many more. They stood in stark contrast to what had gone on before in the cosy provincial world of Scottish industry. Their sheer size impressed: New Lanark more than quadrupled its number of employees from 400 in 1791 to 1,700 in 1820. Their demand for labour often exceeded what the immediate neighbourhood could supply, especially in the more remote areas where the rationale for a big mill was the availability not of workers but of water for energy. By the time steam-power became available, it was often too costly to move to a more populous place. The mills might take pauper children from local parishes, as Owen did at New Lanark, but this expedient did not in fact turn out to be much favoured in Scotland, so that migrants from the Highlands and then from Ireland filled the gap: all, yet again, momentous developments.32


Even so, it might at this stage have been hard to foretell the congestion and squalor taken today as the social markers of the industrial revolution. At the outset, conditions proved to be more varied than that. In the huge mills a new way of life was there for all to see, but not necessarily in itself a degraded way of life. The housing, though different from what people had been used to, represented an advance on earlier standards. At Catrine, for example, the stone-built, two-storeyed, slated homes for the workers were better than any in the nearby farming villages. In yet sharper contrast, some attempt followed to organise social services. A church, schoolhouse, gardens and even pasture for cows adorned the village. It also had policemen, though mainly seeing to the security of the mill and the owners’ other property: the gates at both ends of the main street were locked every night. Such detail warns us against assuming the industrial revolution always brought woe to the people. The wretchedness at home, and at work the reactions to it suppressed by harsh discipline – these things were more often linked with the smaller operations than with the ambitious experiments for a new social and economic order in a revolutionary age, of which New Lanark reminds us still.33
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In the industry of Lowland Scotland linen kept the lead in the eighteenth century and cotton was king for a good part of the nineteenth, but from the conquest of the Highlands by sheep a third raw material also became widely available. Scottish woollens followed the common path of mechanisation and relocation. Adam Smith tells us the Union had ruined their production at an earlier period, ‘by which it was excluded from the great market of Europe, and confined to the narrow one of Great Britain’.34 Wool had been central to the local economy in some older towns such as Stirling, Haddington and Musselburgh, but now fell away to nothing. Only Aberdeen remained the centre of a traditional regional industry sustained by export and employing thousands of workers. A fresh expansion came rather at the opposite end of Scotland in the Border towns. On the surrounding pastures and hills they had abundant supplies of wool that improved in quality as Cheviot sheep replaced Blackface sheep. And in the basin of the River Tweed they disposed of ample supplies of water for power, scouring and dyeing. The population was not dense but the restructuring of agriculture allowed an urban workforce to form. Its productivity would be raised by the use of steam-power, despite its distance from the coal-mines and poor communications with them.


Finally, we might count papermaking as part of the Scottish textile industry: it was no longer so by the time it approached its end in the late twentieth century but it had been so in the eighteenth century, when production of paper usually started off from rags. The earliest factory was set up in 1675 at Dalry on the Water of Leith, sponsored by the Scottish state. It enjoyed only a shaky start and its output reached no more than 150 tons by 1761, after which it multiplied its sales steadily to markets in Europe and America. For the purposes of papermaking Scotland did not always possess resources superior to those of other countries, and it seems to have been the enterprise and acumen of owners such as the Cowans of Penicuik that made the difference. They experimented with all manner of materials and processes. The rags first often imported from Russia to be used as the substrate for paper were replaced in the nineteenth century by esparto grass. But already by 1780 this had become a vigorous industry capable of looking after itself, though also highly concentrated. Edinburgh, with its commerce, banking, legal practice, university, publishing and bourgeois domestic demand for paper, was much the best market in Scotland. As a result, the paper excised in Edinburgh and Haddington accounted for two-thirds of the total for Scotland in the last third of the century.35
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Mechanisation proved not to be the only big technical achievement of the Scottish textile industries. Just as impressive, and as pregnant for future economic development, was the progress in chemical treatments to enhance the final product, that is to say, to bleach and to dye the fabrics. Here too, the board of trustees offered help. But there was a role for other public bodies as well, notably the Scottish universities in their precocious study of chemistry. In Edinburgh and Glasgow, William Cullen’s chemical researches formed an extension of his medical researches. Joseph Black also lived and worked in both cities; in the one he helped to finance James Watt’s development of steam-power and in the other he discovered carbon dioxide. James Hutton is best known as the ‘father of geology’, yet he owed his learned leisure to a partnership in a chemical works producing industrial alkali in the shape of sal ammoniac, formed from the soot gathered by the tronmen, or chimney-sweeps, of Edinburgh. The invention of the modern science of chemistry was the most practically useful part of the Scottish Enlightenment, and it would become still more important during the nineteenth century.36 In everyday terms, it meant there was no shortage of men with enough scientific experience to set up and run factories making profitable use of advances in chemical knowledge.


Bleaching was one prerequisite for production of a higher standard of textiles. Originally it had been carried out with organic substances. Oil and dirt in the raw material needed to be removed by a mild alkali, extracted from the ash of wood or of seaweed – the infamous kelp, harvested in dreadful conditions from the western seas by pitiable Gaels. Then an acid was required, most often sour milk, to get rid of earthy stains that prevented even dyeing. The knell sounded for the old processes when in 1749 Scotland’s first modern chemical factory opened at Prestonpans in East Lothian. It made vitriol, which could do in five hours what sour milk did in five days. Set up as a partnership of two Englishmen, John Roebuck and Samuel Garbett, the factory stood on land belonging to a local merchant, William Cadell. By the end of the century it was the biggest acid works in Britain, exporting to Europe too, and had attracted further investment from Henry Glassford, heir to one of Glasgow’s mercantile fortunes. The techniques of chemical bleaching spread fast, not least because it eliminated the need for the bleach-fields that took up so much land. Then, in Aberdeen, a manufacturer of cotton started importing chlorine for bleach but this, whether as gas or liquor, was hard to handle. A further big step forward came in 1799 when Charles Tennant from Alloway in Ayrshire, Burns’s friend ‘wabster Charlie’, patented the production of a dry bleaching powder. He fathered an industrial dynasty and set up what was to grow into the enormous St Rollox chemical works at Springburn on the northern side of Glasgow. A by-product of the production of bleaching powder was sodium sulphate, which, in reaction with potassium carbonate, could be used to produce alkali on a large scale. This was what happened at St Rollox after 1815: it sealed the economic doom of the Highlanders harvesting kelp.37


As for dyes, an original purple range for wool and silk became available in the form of cudbear, a curious term derived from the Christian name of its inventor, Cuthbert Gordon, a merchant at Leith. It was a vegetable dye extracted from marine lichen by a process involving its maceration in ammonia. Gordon and his partners had started a not too successful plant to manufacture it that was taken over by George Macintosh, a Highlander who had made a lot of money from a tannery in Glasgow. He moved the whole outfit from Leith to Dennistoun where behind a 10-foot wall he built himself a chemical plant with a workforce of fellow Gaels, preferably monoglots for reasons of security. Next he tackled the challenge of producing the prized Adrianople or turkey red colour in cotton. In 1785, in partnership with David Dale, he opened at Barrowfield the first works in Britain capable of producing this dye. Known locally as ‘Dale’s Red’, it had a long and successful run. The works were sold in 1805 to Henry Monteith of Carstairs, another of Glasgow’s textile tycoons, who now used it to make gaudy bandanas all the rage among the city’s fashionistas. Meanwhile, George Macintosh’s son Charles had actually invented the bleaching powder that Tennant managed to patent. Charles Macintosh remained a great chemical entrepreneur in his own right. He exploited a huge expansion in demand for alum, which had a wide range of industrial uses, to set up a works for it at Hurlet near Paisley, the biggest in Britain; it was still not big enough to meet the demand and he built a second one at Lennoxtown. He would at length achieve immortality with his invention of the raincoat; in its misspelled fashion, as mackintosh, it commemorates him.38
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Evidently it was above all a spirit of enterprise that brought these advances in the technique of textile manufacture by which Scotland’s industrial revolution started to move forward. But there was no single locus for the spirit of enterprise; at the very least, lairds, merchants and the state all had some hand in the progress. Improving lairds were perhaps the most crucial because they brought the others together. If their personal contribution remained sometimes indirect, they were never going to veto developments likely to generate cash. Their monetary pressure on their tenants had the useful effect of turning these to rustic manufacture as well. The British state was perhaps the least of the partners because, as so often in a free market, its interventions could turn out to be a misguided and counterproductive waste of the taxpayers’ money. Still, the board of trustees did give a push to the improved output of linen, and the English Navigation Acts now benefited the Scots by allowing them untrammelled access to America.


But none of the public policy actually caused Scotland to industrialise. That process was far more complex. The nation inherited from its artisan history many trades with low costs and overheads. In the eighteenth century they found themselves able to compete in emerging markets created by economic and political changes. This, according to the new science of political economy, was what comparative advantage consisted in. The germ of that idea appears in The Wealth of Nations: ‘If a foreign country can supply us with a commodity cheaper than we ourselves can make it, better buy it of them with some part of the produce of our own industry, employed in a way in which we have some advantage.’ The Scots were already starting to exploit the idea, even if by speculative enterprise more than by research and calculation.39
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Also basic to success was the supply of energy, which lucky Scots had in abundance because of their resources of coal. It was not at first obvious how important these would prove. For centuries they had been exploited for domestic use and export, but they found their main local industrial outlet in the production of salt from the evaporation of seawater in huge pans, heated by fires from underneath. The steam engine would drastically change the pattern and level of demand. And apart from the use of coal as fuel, its derivatives, such as coke and liquid ammonia, became products in their own right. In 1781 Lord Dundonald extracted tar from coal, for the protection of ships and roofs, in his kilns at Culross on the Firth of Forth. He showed that coal gas could be used for lighting, but he went bankrupt before he had a chance to develop its applications in the home, the factory and the street. That development is instead usually credited to the engineer William Murdoch. Scots began to light their workshops with gas, while both Edinburgh and Glasgow had public gas lighting in advance of any English city outside London.40


So Scotland, as its modern economy began to take shape, did not face the problem other nations faced of high costs for the transport of fuel. Edinburgh and Glasgow, and several provincial towns, lay close to coalfields. But there was much work to be done on the development of mining. This industry, too, had suffered a setback at the Union, in the shape of competition from the pits on Tyneside and increasingly from those in the English Midlands. As late as 1760, most mines in Scotland were single shafts, no more than holes in the ground, worked by a landlord or tacksman. Apart from those round the large burghs, most lay on or near tidal water and were linked to salt-works (as at Prestonpans). Horses operated what machinery was installed for draining or winding, and even the primitive steam engines of the time found only a modest role in these small businesses.41


Scottish mining methods remained in fact essentially medieval, and did not advance much before the landowners responded, in the second half of the eighteenth century, to a steady rise in the price of coal. The higher demand might still be agricultural rather than industrial. Large quantities of coal were needed to burn lime in kilns and reduce it to fertiliser, as recommended by the Society of Improvers; fortunately, deposits of coal and limestone often occurred close together in Scotland. Lime also had applications in construction for the expanding burghs, which then burned yet more coal in their grates. That was how Edinburgh earned the nickname of Auld Reekie.42


People complained of the rise in prices, though it was general in the British economy by 1800. For coal in particular, they blamed landowners on account of their expensive investments. But, apart from the wealthy merchants in the west of Scotland, landowners were about the only group capable of making expensive investments. The formerly Jacobite Erskines took the lead, and even in his Continental exile the Earl of Mar had sent suggestions for an ambitious water-powered system of drainage in mines that he hoped to exploit on his estates as soon as he got back to them (he never did). The loyal Earls of Elgin also pioneered many developments on their lands near Dunfermline, where in the 1760s they built at the coastal village of Charlestown a great bank of limekilns burning coal from their own mines. The pit at Sheriffhall in Midlothian, owned and operated by the Duke of Buccleuch, lay close to the market of Edinburgh, though even this did not always guarantee profits for it.43


In any event, the whole aim of the investment was to make manufacture more efficient and less expensive. The escalation in the real price of coal had not been a matter of the inputs into the production, as even Adam Smith seemed to be suggesting,44 but of a mismatch between supply and demand. Increasing population plus accelerating urbanisation plus incipient industrialisation made the market for coal buoyant. Edinburgh and Leith, for example, simply outgrew the scale of output possible from Midlothian, where many pits relied on horses for power and on women for heaving from coalface to pithead. The capital of Scotland had to start bringing its coal, at far greater cost, by sea from Fife or England.
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Indeed the origins of another great coming revolution, in transport, could in part be traced back to the need for this sort of freighting. In Clackmannanshire the Erskines of Mar opened a wagon-way at Alloa in 1768, extended it in 1771 and in 1785 clad its wooden rails in iron plates. In the west of Scotland several of the wagon-ways built in Ayrshire from 1770 to 1815 were designed to link inland mines to ports such as Irvine, which, in addition to coastal shipments, sent quantities of coal to Ireland. By 1791 Sir John Henderson of Fordell in Fife had a wagon-way on which horses pulled trucks of coal from his mine to the shore of the Firth of Forth. The Earl of Elgin created a wagon-way at Charlestown, the Earl of Wemyss at Methil. Increases in output and sales repaid the investments. Another new era was apparently heralded when the Monkland Canal opened in 1790, designed to bring over 12 miles into Glasgow the coal dug in the parishes of Old and New Monkland (now Airdrie). In this the richest mineral area in Lanarkshire, the canal, started in 1770, completed only in 1792 and paying no dividend till 1807, at length proved highly profitable. Others did not, and steam-powered locomotives on iron railways would come to perform the job of transport in bulk at longer distances that the canals had never really been equal to.45


Labour rather than technology was a more convincing culprit for the rise in the price of coal. This may seem surprising in view of the fact that miners in Scotland were serfs, bound for their lifetimes to serve the coalmasters on whose land they grew up; their sons, soon after birth, would be pledged to the same fate. It was often a harsh one. Discipline might be maintained by corporal punishment, and men absconding from their servitude were liable to be arrested and hauled back. When this happened to one of Sir John Clerk’s colliers at Loanhead, the poor man also had the lesson knocked into him by the laird in person: ‘I provoked him to beat me severely,’ the victim testified, ‘which I acknowledge I deserved.’ The coalmaster of the Hillhead colliery in the Monklands struck one of his miners for quitting his work too soon, even though he had come up only because ‘his candle was done’. A boy at Prestongrange in East Lothian recalled of his employer that if ‘we did not do his bidding we were placed by the necks in iron collars, called juggs, and fastened to the wall or made to go the rown. The latter I recall well, the men’s hands were tied in face of the horse at the gin, and made run backwards all day.’46


This degradation was not a relic of the Middle Ages but a product of modern times. Scots miners had only become serfs in the seventeenth century, long after the feudal system vanished from the country except as a branch of the law of property. What the old Scottish Parliament had had in mind when it reduced these men to hereditary servitude was the need for stability among a workforce of notorious instability. The skills the miners required might then more readily be passed on from generation to generation. But it could cost the coalmaster if his men turned militant, since there was little chance of replacing them by blacklegs.47




The consequences were meanwhile further complicated by the fact that in the later eighteenth century some new industrial enterprises employed their own miners, free ones, to dig the coal they required for their operations. Such was the Carron Company, producing iron near Falkirk. It first tried to meet its need by introducing English miners, who offered the added attraction of being more industrious and sober than the Scots, and by recruiting pauper children as apprentices. At the same time, the new enterprises still made offers the Scottish miners could not refuse, even if these then risked being apprehended and sent back to their original masters by the sheriff. The old owners of mines and serfs waxed furious at such underhand tactics from upstart rivals. Dundonald complained that ‘the very great profits they now make on the manufacture of iron, exclusive of an extensive consumption and handsome profit on their coal and minerals, enables them at present to give or rather to promise . . . such wages to colliers . . . as coal-owners cannot afford to give’.48 But it was in the end simply the demand for coal created by industrialisation that spelled doom to Scottish serfdom and the archaic attitude towards labour underlying it. The claim was made that ‘the ironworks and foundries of Carron and Clyde consume as many coals as all the inhabitants of Edinburgh’.49 Indeed, the national market for coal that began to form favoured pits willing to modernise and compete in their labour as in their technology.


Even so, only in 1775 did Henry Dundas as Lord Advocate set in motion the process to abolish the scandal of Scottish serfdom and the bottlenecks it created in the market for labour. Wages in the mines had doubled since the turn of the eighteenth century, but they doubled again by the turn of the nineteenth century. The reason was the continuing shortage of hands in a labour-intensive industry, for the miners’ emancipation did not become complete till 1799 and meanwhile their job still carried a social stigma. All the same, so far from being servile, they never hesitated to exploit their strong bargaining position in the small matter of the money they were paid. After full emancipation was achieved it yet made little impact on mining wages for a decade or two, when a flow of cheap Highland and above all Irish labour solved the crisis of recruitment and at the same time strengthened the hand of the employers.50
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With capital investment in textiles, and with abundant fuel to drive the new industrial machinery, it was also possible for Scottish iron to move onto a new level of output. Iron had been made in Scotland since at least the time of King James VI whose Scottish Minister, Sir George Hay, began in 1607 to produce it at Letterewe on Loch Maree in Wester Ross. From a later perspective, it may seem bizarre that this should have emerged as a Highland industry, but so it did. Another furnace stood at Poolewe, at the foot of the huge glen where Hay built his. When Ewen Cameron of Lochiel marched off to join Bluidy Claverhouse’s rebellion in 1689, he left behind at his estate of Achnacarry on Loch Arkaig in Inverness-shire a blast furnace that made and sold good iron; it was destroyed in the subsequent warfare. About 1727 other furnaces started up at Invergarry and at Glenkinglass by Loch Etive in Argyll. They did not last long, but a further successor survives today as a museum at Bonawe, also by Loch Etive.51


Bonawe, in its time the biggest blast furnace in Britain, was opened in 1753 by a Cumbrian ironmaster. The attraction for him and for the earlier entrepreneurs lay in the forests of Argyll. They yielded an ample supply of charcoal, the fuel that ironworks used before coal became more widely available. To power the machinery there was also enough and to spare of running water, while the ore could readily be imported by sea from England. Unlike the previous efforts this one at Bonawe proved successful, and stayed in business till 1876. In its heyday it produced 700 tons of pig iron a year, mostly for export, and employed 600 people to chop down and process the local trees. They were Gaels working only in the summer, while the elite of the work-force consisted of the 20 or so incomers from Cumbria who operated the furnace itself. These had most to do in the winter when they toiled non-stop; they spent the summer repairing and renewing the buildings and machinery. During the Napoleonic Wars the furnace produced cannonballs. The work-force was the first in Britain to erect a monument to Admiral Horatio Nelson after his heroic death at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805.52


From this sort of operation the industry had moved up a gear in 1759, with the establishment of the Carron ironworks on the river of the same name in southern Stirlingshire. The entrepreneurs here were the two Englishmen, Roebuck and Garbett, who had helped to found the factory for vitriol at Prestonpans. Carron proved to be a yet more revolutionary development, for a while the biggest ironworks in Europe. It was a pioneer not only in its use of native ore but also in its smelting with coke, a process invented half a century before but otherwise yet to be adopted in Scotland. Here in the Lowlands it would be cheaper than using charcoal.53


Carron produced 1,500 tons of iron in its first year, and soon the operation mounted on such a scale that the founders could more or less completely integrate their business, from mining to smelting to forging. The site by the banks of the river was chosen for the supply of water to drive the machinery, but as the premises extended it became inadequate. While, in Glasgow, James Watt was still working on his improvements to the steam engine, he entered into partnership with Roebuck and they took out a joint patent for a condenser. It was used in the large steam engine they built at Carron, not to power the works directly but to pump water that had passed over the waterwheels back into a reservoir, so allowing it to be reused. Otherwise, too, Carron remained in a Scottish context quite exceptional, and encountered constant difficulties both technological and financial for which there had been no previous experience. It used its own pig to produce consumer goods, and it did well so long as it stuck to the simpler lines: grates, stoves, pots, pans. With more advanced work, notably with fine casting and ordnance for the armed forces, problems came thick and fast. Technological leadership was not always an advantage when false starts in the process of production were at once translated into loss of cash-flow and of profit. Luckily the Carron Company managed to obtain a royal charter in 1773 which also granted it limited liability, something again exceptional in Scotland.54


The company at last reached firmer ground in 1788 when it inaugurated its most famous product, the carronade. This was a short quick-firing gun of limited range but heavy calibre for mounting in merchant ships. It had the purpose of deterring pirates, and brilliantly succeeded in doing so. The buccaneer had to come in close for his prey and like any predator he could not afford to be severely mauled for the sake of a single kill. The carronade then found even more deadly use in the close naval combats of the Napoleonic Wars. Carron remained the leading enterprise in its field, for dependent or rival concerns were slow to appear. It did supply Scottish markets, but always sold much of its production outside Scotland. Heavy capitalisation and advanced organisation, with a good deal of wear and tear on the nerves of the proprietors, enabled it to survive and in the long run to thrive.55


Carron was ahead of its time, which meant the Scottish economy was not quite ready for it. In fact, no more similar ironworks would be set up for a quarter of a century. The second appeared at Wilsontown in Lanarkshire in 1779, soon followed by four others in the same county: the Clyde, the Omoa or Cleland, the Calder and the Shotts. They followed the example of Carron as vertically integrated enterprises with their own coal-mines. Later, near the border of Ayrshire and Lanarkshire, works arose at Muirkirk and Glenbuck, on bleak moorlands remote from urban, let alone industrial, activity but endowed with minerals such as limestone, ironstone and coal. Clackmannanshire then got the Devon ironworks and Fife the Balgonie or Markinch works. The vagaries of the market subjected them all to irregular cycles of development and stagnation. The swings from boom to bust grew less extreme and erratic as Scotland’s industrial growth, urban expansion and agricultural development continued. Domestic demand then arose in great variety, making room not only for big ironworks but also for smaller operations and indeed independent craftsmen. While in this industry the supply of capital remained a problem, the inputs of labour and technology could be met without intolerable strains. And after the United Kingdom entered a long period of European peace in 1815, the strains could be eased by the exploitation of foreign markets.56
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In this sector, as in others, the essential requirement for Scottish success lay in keeping costs down. It proved relatively easy given the nation’s endowment of resources. Of special help were the many local conjunctions of the raw material and the fuel to work it, that is to say, of ironstone and coal lying close together in the ground. In 1801 the metallurgist David Mushet discovered round Coatbridge richer and cheaper fields of the blackband ironstone than those already used to some extent by the ironworks of Calder and Clyde. At first the find led to little saving, because the advantages of the raw material could not be fully exploited so long as it was still smelted from inputs of cold air into the small furnaces then common. The problem would be solved by the relatively simple expedient of using the hot blast, as patented at Wilsontown by James Neilson in 1828, which then made Scottish iron highly profitable. The hot blast and the blackband ironstone would right through the Victorian era provide respectively the technical and the geological bases for the low costs of processing in Scotland. They also meant that output remained basic. Carron made specialised finished products, but even its success in overcoming its difficulties did not encourage later Scottish manufacturers to follow the example. They preferred to produce pig, without processing the iron further.57


The social transformations that had followed the rise of Scottish textiles accelerated into the era of these heavy industries. Scotland made the crucial transformation from an underdeveloped to a developing industrial society. Some signs of what was coming might have been apparent before 1707, but there is little doubt that access to English markets and especially to overseas trade in the Empire did much to stimulate growth north of the border. Out of it the modern configuration of the country began to appear. In the eighteenth century the supply of water determined the location of the mills, while in the nineteenth century the use of steam-power and consequent large consumption of coal shifted industry to the coalfields and to the large towns already sited, or soon growing, beside them. New ways of life took shape as Scotland turned from an agricultural and rural into an industrial and urban nation, at least in the Lowlands. Industry’s intrusions into the hinterland proved both transient and in many cases regrettable. This was and remains a stunningly beautiful country, yet there are scars on its face of deep and irreversible environmental degradation. In 1707 it had needed some kind of economic revolution to rise from backwardness and failure, a revolution necessarily to be based on investments for which at that point it just had no money. Only in the nineteenth century did it finally overcome these problems to become not only an industrial nation but also a leading one: a lapse of time that makes it quite hard to maintain all this was a direct result of the Union.
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