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Foreword



This book was conceived as a short memoir of Ernest Reid, who died in 1917, of wounds sustained in the Battle of Arras.


But as I wrote, I found that it was necessary to put his small part in the 1914–18 war into the context of a conflict of which many people only have a series of disjointed images. Much more significantly, the scope of the book extended itself as I realised how foreign the cultural and intellectual institutions of a hundred years ago would be, if not to my children’s generation, then certainly to the next. And so, I have endeavoured to put Ernest’s life into its moral as well as its historical context, to try to describe the climate in which he grew up, and the influences which formed him and his generation, the generation which supplied the subalterns of the Great War. As a result, although the book remains primarily a biography of its subject, it also explores the spirit in which Britain, still essentially Victorian, went to war in 1914.


To a large extent that spirit had evaporated by 1939, and I do not think it can be said to exist in the conflicts of our time. That is not necessarily a change to be deprecated, but it is worth considering the fact that the officer class, and to an extent the other ranks, in the First World War were imbued with a notion of duty and a code of behaviour that in its way was as remarkable and is now as obsolete as the chivalric rules of medieval combat.


This code, this submission to duty, formed a generation for their rôle and determined their fate in the carnage of the Western Front. And it is for that reason, and not just because we know its end from the beginning, that the story of Ernest Reid and his contemporaries is ineffably sad.
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The Silent Shore


THE START OF THE SEARCH


Ernest Reid died on 18 April 1917, twenty-seven years before I was born. He was the uncle I never knew. And yet over the years my thoughts have turned more often to him than to the uncles that I did know and love. In some ways I have come to know him better than them, and his life and death and memory have perhaps been consciously or unconsciously a greater influence on me than theirs.


Long before this memoir was in gestation – indeed from my earliest days – Ernest was present in our household, rarely spoken of, and then in tones of poignant respect.


He was the middle of the three brothers of whom my father, Ronald, was the youngest. There were five years between each of the brothers, so that Douglas, ten years older than Ronald, must have been an old older brother, without fitting in to another recognisable category, like that of uncle. Ernest on the other hand, just five years older, was accessible; but older by enough to be contemplated without sibling rivalry. He was an epitome of that golden Edwardian generation, popular, intellectually able and athletic, and Ronald simply idolised him.


Ronald was fifteen when Ernest died, and he never truly got over his death. I do not mean that he remained broken-hearted or incapable of throwing himself wholeheartedly into the fun of life. On the contrary, he lived life with gusto and zest. But he did not ever adjust to Ernest’s death in the sense of seeing it as a simple historical event, free from a sense of tragedy and of unfulfilled destiny.


He rarely brought himself to speak of Ernest, and when he did so it was without revealing much that was personal. When he, who had rarely been ill before and was rarely to be ill thereafter, had a heart attack on a family holiday in Arran in 1963, and remained in bed while my mother, Elsie, my sister, Judith, and I ate together in the hotel diningroom, Elsie, perhaps impressed by the singularity of the circumstances and struck by intimations of mortality, recalled that when she and Ronald had married, he had discussed other members of his family, but said to her that he would tell her about Ernest on another occasion. He had never brought himself to do so. That is all the more remarkable because in the long nights in their air raid shelter during the Second World War their recreation was for Elsie, at least, to take one member of her family each night and relate their peculiar history and interesting foibles. But although, for instance, they might explore the (interesting) history of Aunt Lizzie, Ernest was not talked about. (Aunt Lizzie, a very early lady motorist, a talented amateur cabinetmaker, a nurse in the First World War, was a strong character. When her fiancé was reported to be on holiday on the Isle of Man with another woman, she went there at once to see for herself. On her return she simply said, ‘I never want to hear his name again’. She unpicked his initials from the table linen that had been assembled for their marriage, and she remained a spinster for life.) It was largely from Dorothy, the first wife of Ronald’s cousin Dewar, that Elsie learned what she did of Ernest: how he was admired by his contemporaries, and how he appears to have excelled as much at school and university as on the games field.


There were other glimpses of Ernest. First, and most literally, there were the photographs: quite a number, though all of his time in the Army; no photographs exist of Ernest as a schoolboy or a student. Some were framed and some were not, but none was displayed in our house. They lay in drawers and shelves. We were all aware of them, but they were never mentioned. More than his brothers and unlike the following generation, he has the clean-cut, level-eyed good looks that seem to have been issued to the First World War subalterns along with their Sam Browne belts and their swagger-sticks. But the impression is not of intolerable Boy’s Own Paper manliness: there is strength of character and a set jaw, but there is humour and warmth in the eyes and the lips.


The impression his portrait gives is of a strong man, but a man it would have been good to be with, especially in such circumstances as those in which he spent the last years of his life. But this reassuring reaction would be dissipated, and poignancy would break in again, with the next photographs in the pile: images of graves – first the simplest of wooden crosses, then a rather stark headstone, and finally that same headstone surrounded and softened by mown grass and roses: the livery of what became the Commonwealth War Graves Commission.


A second image was of a brown leather suitcase filled with Ernest’s letters to his parents: written perhaps weekly, in military lead pencil, initially from training camps in Britain such as Nigg in Ross-shire; and later from France, from the trenches and from Rest Camps. Even without trespassing on the privacy of these communications, which I never did, it was difficult to contemplate this correspondence without being moved by the circumstances in which it was written and the combination of heartache and delight with which it must have been received.


A final glimpse, and in some ways the saddest, was the annual ritual which continued in our house until perhaps the end of the 1950s – that is, for more than forty years after Ernest’s death – of placing a poppy wreath on the War Memorial by Sir Robert Lorimer at Paisley Cross, a powerful piece of imagery that re–presents a chivalric mounted knight sculpted by A. Meredith Williams going to war surrounded by an escort of World War One infantrymen in their gas capes and tin helmets.


The wreath was a large one, composed of huge, waxy poppies. It was inscribed (always in ‘indelible pencil’) to the memory of Acting Captain Thomas Ernest Reid of the Black Watch Regiment, and it would remain along with innumerable others on the plinth of the Memorial until even the indelible pencil became illegible.


These were the images of Ernest that I knew as a child, and this was the atmosphere in which his memory came to me. The memory was not pervasive. It was only one, and far from the most important one, of many influences and atmospheres and cultural pressures that consciously or not I absorbed. But it was there. It was not expressed, and what is important is precisely that it remained unexpressed: that a vacuum of communication existed around someone who was so important to Ronald. What I did feel, not strongly, not worryingly, but I think quite clearly, was that I, and perhaps all of us, were not entirely worthy of Ernest.


Why did I not ask – ever, at all – about Ernest? It was not for lack of interest. For me, from about the time I went to University, as for many of my age, the First World War came to be a huge and special interest. The fiftieth anniversary of the outbreak of the War occurred in August 1964, when I was at University reading history, and old enough to understand something of the causes and consequences of the War. The anniversary was marked by an astonishing outpouring of material. There were very many excellent books that examined the War from a distance that allowed an objectivity denied to earlier studies. The atmosphere of the times, of the ’sixties, allowed and encouraged an irreverent and critical examination of the military leadership, which generally emerged badly. The new Sunday colour supplements were an ideal medium for a study of the conflict in a way that combined popular appeal and scholarship. We were soon familiar with the different types of gas mask and the detailed construction of trenches, from firestep to parados.


The wonderfully accessible and moving poetry of the War was reissued. I read Owen and Sassoon avidly, especially Sassoon, whom I researched further at Glasgow University Library, moving on to his foxhunting trilogy and then to the trilogy of his ‘indoor self’: The Old Century, The Weald of Youth and Siegfried’s Progress. Graves and Blunden and the others followed.


My imagination was caught also by a radio programme in a series known as Songs for the Times. This had been assembled by Charles Chilton, whose researches flowed from his reaction to the huge memorial at Thiepval. When it was inaugurated in July 1932 by the Prince of Wales, it was, and it still is, the largest British War Memorial in the world. It was designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens, 150 feet high and dominating the surrounding area. It is there to commemorate 73,357 British and South African men who have no known grave and who fell on the Somme between July 1916 and 20 March 1918. Chilton found it impossible to conceive of a conflict that could be so devastating that in one theatre of war alone and in the space of less than two years, that number of people was reduced to fragments and vapour. His reaction was to assemble a programme that juxtaposed the patriotic songs and jingoism of those at home with the plaintive and harrowing songs that the soldiers sang, and through both to interlard the poetry and prose of the war. The message that pervaded this remarkable programme which I recorded and played again and again, as my daughters were to do a generation later, was from Wilfred Owen’s beautifully sharp and uncompromising Apologia pro Poemate Meo: ‘These men are worth/Your tears. You are not worth their merriment’.


I was not the only one whose imagination was caught by what Chilton had done: it was the germ of Joan Littlewood’s Oh, What a Lovely War, which I managed to see in London on my way home from Oxford at the end of term. In its turn, Oh, What a Lovely War was the inspiration for a piece called That’ll be the Day which was performed at the Citizens’ Theatre in Glasgow for which I did the research in a University vacation. The theme of the play was to be the contrast between the promises of the politicians during wars, notably the Boer War and the First World War, with the reality of the ensuing peace. (I found that the politicians of the First World War, with only one or two exceptions, had in fact been remarkably cautious in their statements about what would follow the War.) The production, for various reasons, was not a great success, but the work I did brought me close to some aspects of the War, particularly the newspaper coverage at home, and the post-war commentary in the radical press.


The result of all this was to make me, and I think many of my contemporaries, feel close to the tragedy of the 1914–18 War, much closer to it than we felt to the Second World War, which had finished only twenty years previously. On Saturday nights we hastened back to College from the pubs of Oxford to crowd into the Junior Common Room and watch two seminal television programmes. The second was the satirical programme that so greatly influenced the mood of the times, That Was the Week, That Was. The first was a remarkable series, The Great War, that lasted for over 18 hours in total and for which Sir Michael Redgrave spoke the narrative in sombre tones. The progress or descent from the idealism of 1914 to the realities of Flanders presents an agonising disillusionment that did not really arise in the Second World War. I often dreamed of being in the trenches in these years, and I still occasionally do, although the time that has now passed since 1914 is so great that to go back as far from that date would take us to just 11 years after the Battle of Waterloo.


So why then did I never ask Ronald a single question about his brother or his brother’s war? Why did I research away at second hand when I could have learned so much at first hand? I should like to think that it was considerate reticence that stopped me. I knew from my own observations as well as what Elsie had told me that Ronald found it painful to talk about Ernest. Even in his late 60s there could be a choke in his voice on one of the rare occasions when Ernest was mentioned. I had an easy and open relationship with Ronald, and it would not have been difficult to raise the subject. And there were many hooks to which I could have attached a question. An instance at random: I recall once in perhaps the 1970s when I was humming (in what Ronald had once described, uncontentiously as he thought, but rather to my surprise, as my ‘tuneless, irrythmic’ way) the French folk song ‘Auprès de ma Blonde’. He was struck by the melody (which therefore does not seem to have been totally tuneless) and reflected that he had not heard it for forty years. It did not need a lot of thought to realise that the arithmetic was faulty and who it was that he had last heard singing this song of the French countryside. But I said nothing. I fear that the reasons for my silence were more complicated and less altruistic than considerate. Indeed I suspect that my father might have welcomed an invitation to open his heart about the brother he still grieved. Why do we hesitate to ask our elders about the memories that will die with them? Do we feel that we put ourselves at a disadvantage that imperils our independence? Do we seek to avoid reminding them and ourselves of their mortality?


At any rate, the memories did die and the questions went unasked. But they remained in my mind, and my interest in Ernest grew as the years passed, and I became conscious that most of even my second-hand memories will die with me, and that perhaps I owed it to Ernest, who left no descendants, and to my descendants who may be no more questioning than I, to record what I knew and could find out of the uncle I never knew.


The materials I had to work with are not extensive. There are no diaries. The brown leather suitcase full of letters that I remembered so well had disappeared when I looked for it after Ronald’s death. I have no doubt that he destroyed the contents and that he would feel it wrong that the private correspondence between a young officer and his parents should be open to the indiscriminate regard of third parties for whom it was never intended. I am reinforced in this view by the fact that he did retain two letters which were addressed to him and not to his parents. These he would feel he was entitled to retain – or perhaps they were simply too precious for him to destroy. Now, 85 years after the letters were written, I should have felt tempted to open and share these letters, but I respect Ronald’s decision, and even if I regret the absence of the brown leather suitcase, to an extent I am glad not to face a temptation to which I should certainly have succumbed.


There are other materials to work from – a long narrative from Ernest’s batman, a letter from his Commanding Officer, an invaluable scrapbook of cuttings which my secretary saved for me from one of the periodic cleansings of my Augean offices. Taken together, these materials shed light on Ernest from a variety of angles, even if no one beam illuminates him in whole. I was very fortunate also in what a search in the Public Record Office at Kew supplied. The personal files of First World War officers have only recently been opened. And what was available to open was very limited: many of the files had been destroyed by bombing in the Second World War. The enemy that had taken away these men’s lives in the First World War sought to take away their memories in the Second. Only a minority survived, but fortunately the file for Ernest was part of that minority. And there are of course family traditions that I received from Elsie and from Ronald. Where these traditions conflict with written evidence, they have been amended or discarded; otherwise I have accepted them as accurate.


Without diaries and the contents of the suitcase, evidence of the internal Ernest is exiguous. What I have tried to do is to give some idea of the family, the home, the society, the culture that formed him: to recreate him, as it were, from the mould in which he was created. It seems to me that Ernest was surrounded by influences which would peculiarly have the capacity to form his character and personality as we are not influenced today. He was a product of Scotland at a time when the component parts of the United Kingdom had an individuality that has since been eroded by travel, communication and shared entertainment.


He was educated in the Scottish way, rigorous and demanding. Evangelical religion, and the whole way of life that went with it, was a huge part of his upbringing, and it would be impressed on him from his early days that it was his duty to develop his abilities to the full and use them for the benefit of society as well as for himself. The concept of duty was not disparaged, but reinforced in a way that we find difficult to understand, by all the apparatus of Victorian culture. The songs and poetry of the times exalt duty and self-sacrifice. Wordsworth apostrophised Duty directly, and Wordsworthian echoes have been used to link the chapters of this memoir. Lord Tennyson provided many other appropriate verses, and contemporary anthologies are full of examples. The traditions of heroism provided by stories of the Thin Red Line, the death of General Gordon, gallantry in the Zulu Wars, were cherished and never attacked. These days and these values are not ours and the change in our outlook over 85 years must be constantly remembered. These stories and poems were read by Ernest’s contemporaries with real emotion. In 1960 I was sufficiently struck by the freshness and irreverence of a remark of Jonathan Miller to record it in my Commonplace Book: ‘The only reasonable response to the news of the Light Brigade fiasco is, “Bloody fools” ’. Today Jonathan Miller’s judgement would not even be thought worth recording: that is one measure of the gap that separates us from the values that surrounded Ernest. The most famous attack on these values, Strachey’s Eminent Victorians, was not published until 1918, and for all the reaction it provoked, it is very cautious criticism by comparison with what we expect today.


What I think emerges from the mould is an understated hero. He did nothing that was exceptional for a man in his situation, and he received no award for gallantry; but that he was a hero seems to me incontestable. He pressed forward to the service of his country. He was ready to sacrifice himself for his ideals, and his idealism was never compromised by cynicism. His gallantry on the field of battle was exemplary. He laid down his life for those he loved.


The fact that there were so many others who did as much makes it more and not less important to remember him. Each memory that is lost diminishes the scale of what they did.
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The Elements of Feeling and of Thought


ERNEST IN HIS LANDSCAPE


Ernest was very much a product of Paisley and Renfrewshire, but his roots, both paternal and maternal, were in Ayrshire. The Reids can be traced back to Kilwinning in that county in the middle of the seventeenth century, in or near the hamlet of Reidstoun. Little biographical information is available until we reach John Reid of Fairlie Boag, Kilwinning. He was born in 1753 and had a small farm. His son, William, was born in 1788 and it was he who made the move from Ayrshire to Paisley.


He moved to a town of about 5,000 people which had a long history. There is a local tradition that there were two Roman forts where Paisley is, but it is now accepted that the habitation which Ptolemy called Vanduara is not on its site, despite claims to the contrary. The earliest historical record of what is now the town is the establishment there in the twelfth century of a Cluniac Monastery by Walter Fitzallan, who had been given lands in Renfrewshire by David I. The monastery was to become Paisley Abbey, capable of supporting itself because it was situated on good agricultural land close to the River Cart. There was already a flour mill in the nearby village of Seedhill, now part of Paisley, which was gifted to the Abbey, and the site was of some importance in medieval times. It was on the King’s highway at the point where it crossed the Cart by the Paisley or Seedhill ford, and on the route, through what is called the Lochwinnoch Gap, to the rich agricultural lands of Ayrshire, and the coast.


Through the middle ages and till the seventeenth or eighteenth centuries, Paisley remained a quiet market town, flourishing, at least until the Reformation, because of the Abbey. The agricultural richness of the area which had attracted Fitzallan to the location in the first place continued to generate prosperity, and the monks stimulated and encouraged good husbandry. James IV made the village of Paisley a royal burgh in 1488.


What radically changed the economy of the town was the establishment of an important textile industry – or rather a series of textile industries: there was a succession of rises and declines of a variety of enterprises. Weaving had been an important occupation in the town from an early point: in the Poll Tax Roll for Renfrewshire for 1695, the weavers outnumbered all other tradesmen. By the early eighteenth century, Paisley was an established regional centre for textiles and its fabrics were well known in England as well as in Scotland. Initially rough linens and mixed fabrics were manufactured, but from this developed the manufacture of linen yarn, and this was to be the basis of the town’s prosperity throughout the eighteenth century.


As that century approaches, and with it the Age of Enlightenment, it is worth looking for a moment at an extraordinary incident which sheds light on the persistence of medieval ideas into modern times, and which was eventually to have an important effect on the local textile industry. On 30 December 1696, at a meeting of Paisley Presbytery, the minister of Erskine reported the bewitching of Christian Shaw, the daughter of the Laird of Bargarran. Christian was in her early teens. She was suffering from wild convulsions, with rolling eyes and frothing mouth. She had episodes of blindness and could be deaf and mute. When she vomited she threw up feathers, straw, hay, rags, bones, coal, stones and candles. The doctors said that she was bewitched.


The case was reported to the Privy Council in Edinburgh and Commissioners were appointed to deal with the matter. Arrests were carried out throughout the whole county of Renfrew in a frenzy that illustrates the aptness of the metaphor, ‘witchhunt’. Christian herself accused some people directly, including a servant girl who had said to her, ‘The devil harl [take] your soul to hell’. Some were named by others of the accused.


‘Prickers’, professional witch identifiers, were called in. The accused men and women were stripped and their bodies searched with a large needle. If a spot were found where the prick of the needle was not felt and there was no bleeding, that was clear evidence that the devil’s fingers had touched the warlock or witch.


These prickers, remember (and the Commissioners, of whom there were 17, educated men of consequence, including Lord Blantyre, Sir John Maxwell of Pollok, Sir John Shaw of Greenock and William Cunningham of Craigends), were contemporaries of Locke and Newton. The Privy Council was composed of even more substantial men, sophisticated and frequently educated in Europe as well as in Scotland. But within a generation of the Age of Enlightenment, when Gibbon was to speak of the brave light of philosophy breaking in from Scotland, they sent for the prickers.


Twenty-one men and women were put on trial in the Tolbooth of Paisley before the King’s Commissioners in May 1697. Three men and four women were convicted and were condemned to be throttled and burned on the Gallow Green on 10 June of that year. One of the men hanged himself in his cell, and it was understood that the devil had been impatient for his soul, and had strangled the man himself.


The remaining six were taken to the Gallow Green. Stakes had been driven into the ground and one was chained to each stake. The hangman passed along the line strangling each person with a rope. Then kindling dipped in tar was piled around the victims, whose bodies were burnt.


Local legend says that the remains of the bodies were buried at the point where George Street and Maxwellton Street cross. There is there a horseshoe embedded in a causey stone, which was left in place in recent years when all the other causey stones were lifted. It is said that this marks the place where the witches and warlocks were burned and that the horseshoe keeps their spirits down.


There was a coda to the story in the nineteenth century when a local man known as Pate the Pirate drunkenly prised the horseshoe out of the stone. Immediately there was an epidemic of suicides, and weavers hanged themselves all over the town. Pate sobered up and confessed what he had done: the horseshoe was replaced and at once the suicides stopped.


The connection between this story of witches and the textile industry is Christian Shaw. She recovered completely. In 1718 she married the parish minister of Kilmaurs. He died after only three years and she then set off with her mother to explore the Low Countries, where she became interested in the thread industry which Holland had more or less monopolised. She and her mother studied the operations in detail and smuggled apparatus and plans home, where they set up a factory at Bargarran. Christian proved a very capable businesswoman and her enterprise flourished remarkably, and so this woman, whose youth resembles something from the early Middle Ages, ends up as an integral part of the Industrial Revolution. The girl who starts off being remembered for flying around her room is finally ‘regarded as a founder of the sewing thread industry’.


By 1789 that industry employed no less than 4,800 workers. Alongside the production of thread, other textile industries came and went. Linen gave way to silk. In 1766, 855 looms produced linen and 702 silk; by 1773 only 557 looms were producing linen and 876 were producing silk. Paisley was the main centre for the production of silk in Britain for several years but, typically of the rise and fall of these textile trades, silk manufacture began to decline as early as 1790, and by 1812 there was no silk production in the town.


For a time cotton took its place, and in the nineteenth century shawls with the so-called pine pattern design, ‘the Paisley pattern’, had become a signature Paisley product. But the garment was essentially a fashion item and its popularity faded, despite Queen Victoria’s attempt to encourage it by wearing the shawl. By 1882 there were fewer than 1,000 weavers in Paisley and there were not 50 left by 1910.


More enduring was the production of cotton thread. It became mechanised and was extremely important to Paisley. In the mid-nineteenth century there were 45 firms in Paisley producing thread, but much the most important businesses were those run by two families: the Coats and the Clarks. These families were generous benefactors, but ruthless business people. They became linked by marriage and soon controlled the whole of the local industry, forcing every competing firm in the town out of business. They bought up those who would sell at premium prices; the others were undercut and driven into liquidation. These monopolist techniques were applied on almost every continent, so that by 1910 Paisley was regarded as the thread capital of the world; and over 10,000 were employed in Paisley itself. The Coats/Clark nexus was an empire of mills, dominating and impressive buildings, built on a palatial scale and scattered around the world, sending their profits back to Renfrewshire.


The Clark and Coats families were large ones, and many people could boast a connection with them, as indeed could the Reids. The grandest members of the clan were very grand indeed. Titles were conferred on them, they became the friends of Edward VII and George V and they distanced themselves as much as they could from the source of their mercantile fortunes. Others were not so grand. The clan was for convenience divided into the Greatcoats and the Petticoats. The Reids’ connection was with the Petticoats.


Paisley was on the wrong side of Scotland for access to the trade routes to Europe, but by the nineteenth century, trade to the west had become at least as important as that to mainland Europe. Until the Clyde was dredged as far as Glasgow, ships from the Americas had to berth at Port Glasgow, at the mouth of the Clyde, and Paisley was on the route from the port to Glasgow itself. Indeed there was a scheme late in the century to dredge the Cart, Paisley’s tributary of the Clyde, which would have benefited Paisley at Glasgow’s expense. The project was never completed and it rendered the burgh bankrupt for many years. This was not the only time when things were difficult for Paisley: there was a major recession in the town as in many other parts of Britain in the 1840s. But by and large Paisley benefited from the Industrial Revolution. It was the availability of water that had attracted Walter Fitzallan in the first place, and when the Industrial Revolution, which came to the West of Scotland early, reached Renfrewshire, the Cart and its tributaries supported innumerable small manufacturers.


William, the first of the Reids for whom we have significant biographical material, was attracted to the town by these commercial stirrings. His career is an elegant demonstration of the Industrial Revolution in practice. He moved from Ayrshire, where the economic activities were largely agriculture and fishing, to the nascent industrialisation of Paisley. He is described initially as having the rural occupation of blacksmith; but in a significant change he emerges in later documents as an ‘iron boat builder’. He was to be involved in a quintessential phenomenon of the early Industrial Revolution, the network of canals that spread over Britain before their eclipse by the railways. He seized the opportunity that was created by a plan for a canal to run from Glasgow, through Paisley, to the Ayrshire coast. After a survey (the cost of which was subsidised by Paisley Town Council to the extent of £5), and an Act of Parliament, construction of the canal began in 1807 and the section from Paisley to Johnstone was opened on 6 November 1810. A year later the section between Paisley and Glasgow was completed.


At first it took two hours to cover the seven miles from Paisley to Glasgow and the canal could not compete with coaches; but an advance was made in 1836 which was crucial for the industry and for William, when the heavy old boats were taken off and light boats made of iron were introduced. They were drawn by two trotting horses travelling at 10 miles an hour and there were stables at intervals of four miles along the canal bank where the horses were changed, as the writer Alexander Smith described:


The drag-rope was loosened, and the long boat with its white awning, under which the people sat, came alongside the wooden wharf with a bump. Parcels were tossed out, parcels were tossed in; passengers stepped carefully in and disappeared under the awning; passengers emerged from the awning and stepped carefully out.
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