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Unimproved agriculture: crofters plant potatoes with the aid of the caschrom or foot plough. (Courtesy ofthe University of St Andrews Library, JV-111832)
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Balgay Hill, Lochee, overlooking Dundee. The featureless wastes of unimproved farms gave way over the nineteenth century to a neat and prosperous landscape. (Courtesy of the University of St Andrews Library, JV-1271)
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Nitroglycerine operator. Joint ventures between Glaswegian capitalists and Alfred Nobel made Scotland a great producer of explosives, useful for manufacture, mining and war. (© RCAHMS. Licensor www.rcahms.gov.uk)
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New Lanark. The model agricultural villages built by landowners in the eighteenth century offered a useful example to the industrial pioneers of the nineteenth century. (© RCAHMS (Aerial Photography Collection) Licensor www.rcahms.gov.uk
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The mightiest engineering feat of all was the great bridge that spanned the Firth of Forth with such ease and such elegance.
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Scotland became for the first time a tourist destination, but the visitors did not always find whatthey expected. (© www.CartoonStock.com)
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Edinburgh ale: James Ballantine, George Bell and David Octavius Hill, the pioneer of photography, sample the capital’s main mass manufacture – beer. (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Rubel Collection, Promised Gift of William Robel (L.1997.84.3) © The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Thomas Chalmers, the greatest leader of the Church of Scotland during the nineteenth century, grewold and weary in his eventually unsuccessful defence of it. (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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The Parliament House, by R.W. Billings. The echoing emptiness of the hall where the nation’s fate had once been decided was a constant reminder of the imperfections in Scotland’s political system.
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The modern South Bridge looms over the ancient Cowgate. The Old Town of Edinburgh, backdrop to so much ofScotland’s history, decayed into a slum as the richer citizens moved first to the New Town then to the suburbs. (© City of Edinburgh Council www.capitalcollections.org.uk)


[image: Images]


Glasgow, the second city of the Empire, could not, for all its fabulous wealth, deal fast enough with theterrible social problems created by its own expansion.
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Robert Knox, the sinister surgical demonstrator who was the best customer for fresh corpses dug up from the cemeteries of Edinburgh later became the global pioneer of scientific racism. (Getty Images)
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William Burke, here being hanged in the High Street, had saved himself the trouble of exhumation and murdered the victims he sold to Knox; his accomplice, Hare, turned king’s evidence and escaped the noose. (Getty Images)
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Robert Dundas stepped into but did not quite fill the shoes of his father, Henry Dundas, in runningthe Scottish political system till its reform in 1832.(© National Portrait Gallery, London)


[image: Images]


Henry, Lord Cockburn, urged on the modernisation of Scotland, but for himself preferred rustic bliss at Bonaly, Midlothian. (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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John Galt’s novels depicted the charms of the old west of Scotland under the modernising pressures that would lead to their disappearance. (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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The Waverley novels were modern novels, capturing the everyday dilemmas of contemporary Scots, unlike theantiquarian works that won Sir Walter his worldwide fame. (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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James Hogg, the Ettrick Shepherd, was patronised by literary Edinburgh, but his greatest work penetrated to the heart of Scottishness. (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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Robert Louis Stevenson only produced his finest work by leaving the formality of Edinburgh for the wider world. (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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Charlotte Square, the grandest of Robert Adam’s urban compositions elegantly marked the western boundary of Edinburgh’s first New Town. Here the western side with Robert Reid’s church in the middle.
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The original building of the new University of Glasgow on Gilmorehill still dominates the western city, but in its heyday was criticised for betraying Scottish architectural tradition. (University of Glasgow)
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The Rev. Robert Walker, by Sir Henry Raeburn (1756–1823) (though the attribution has been disputed), captures clerical serenity on Duddingston Loch. (Scottish National Gallery)
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Princes Street with the Commencement of the Building of the Royal Institution, by Alexander Nasmyth (1758–1840). Nasmyth shows us, from a central coign of vantage, Edinburgh in the middle of its transformation from a romantic to a classical city. (Scottish National Gallery)
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Nasmyth was also Scotland’s finest painter of landscapes, and this canvas puts Loch Ness in an Italianate guise. (The Bridgeman Art Library)
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Pitlessie Fair, by Sir David Wilkie (1785–1841). No artist depicted the life of the Scots people in such loving detail as Wilkie did, here with an everyday scene near the manse where he grew up. (Scottish National Gallery)
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Home and the Homeless, by Thomas Faed (1826–1900). Here a single canvas unites images of relative prosperity for some of the Victorian working class and of utter misery for their more unfortunate fellows. (Scottish National Gallery)
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The Thin Red Line, by Robert Gibb (1845–1932). The Scots’ integration into the United Kingdom was forwarded by their military prowess, vaunted in Gibb’s picture of the Sutherland Highlanders at the Battle of Balaclava, 1854. (© National Museums of Scotland)
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Dinner at Haddo House, by Alfred Edward Emslie (1848–1918). The Scottish country house became a regular rendezvous for the British political elite, here with William Gladstone (centre) and Lord Rosebery (left) in the home of the Earl of Aberdeen. (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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The Tennis Party, by Sir John Lavery (1856–1941). Lavery’s image of leisure in the high bourgeoisie discovers French elegance in a suburban setting from Glasgow. (The Bridgeman Art Library)
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A Hind’s Daughter, by Sir James Guthrie (1859–1930). Throwing off academic convention, Guthrie found charm and beauty in this humble portrait of rustic life in Berwickshire. (Scottish National Gallery)
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Les Eus, by J.D. Fergusson (1874–1961). Modernist painters sought to bring out of sober Scotland images of an exuberance not always immediately obvious in its everyday life. (© The Fergusson Gallery, Perth & Kinross Council)




Foreword


In this book I seek to cast my net wider than is usual in Scottish historiography for the period 1815–1914. In particular, I put the nation’s culture, indeed high culture, on a par with the mechanised agriculture, steel production, housing problems and other such matters that form the normal pabulum for academic historians of Scotland.


One reason is a desire for completeness that I hope can be nothing but commendable. A second reason is that the traditional dominance of socio-economic material in Scottish historiography is today doing the nation a disservice. In socio-economic terms, our modern history has been a history of steady assimilation to a greater British entity. And in those terms, Scotland has indeed become a region of a larger economy and society. In fact, today the statistical differences within England among its regions (say, between the north-east and the south-east) are greater than the differences between Scotland as a whole and England as a whole. If a man from Mars came down and looked just at the statistics, he would conclude the Union of 1707 was today reaching a triumphant conclusion in at last making one country out of two countries.


The reality is, of course, different. Within eighteen months or so of my writing these words, Scotland may become an independent nation once again. For nearly half a century now the two partners in the Union of 1707 have, not in their economy and in society but in their politics and culture, been drifting apart. In these latter respects their unity is no longer at all obvious and has rather to be desperately asserted by unionists. Where does this growing difference originate? Is it merely the factitious product of modern political disillusion, or is there some deeper connection with the Scottish past that we can trace back through the nineteenth century and beyond? At any rate the drift apart seems unlikely to come to an early halt, whatever may happen at the referendum in 2014.


In the end, this process must also affect Scottish historiography, sluggish as it has in the past been in responding to fresh trends. It will need to stop concentrating on what makes Scotland the same as England, or taking England as the point of reference against which any Scottish deviation has to be explained. It will need instead to start concentrating on what makes Scotland different, on what makes Scotland Scotland, and on what has assured the extraordinary survival of this nation through the three centuries of its Union with another nation. In other words, the traditional historiographical supremacy of socio-economic topics will need to yield to the study on at least an equal basis of politics and culture. This will be all to the good in a second sense, because it will encourage the study of human beings rather than of statistics. The present work is intended to make a start in that direction.


It is a book I owe above all to my publisher, Hugh Andrew of Birlinn, who first suggested it and doggedly kept reminding me of it when I allowed myself to be diverted by other projects. A word of thanks is due also to Catriona Macdonald, whose own excellent study of Scotland in the twentieth century, Whaur Extremes Meet, prompted me to resume my own work when I had let it lie too long; in part I was then able to conceive of my book as a parallel to hers and in the notes below I have, where possible, made appropriate references. I should like to dedicate the result of my labours to the memory of the philosopher George Elder Davie. Having in his own life often assailed the forces of academic conformism, he always encouraged me to do battle with them too. His intellectual legacy will give us all food for thought for a long time to come. At the very least it must inspire us to come ever and again with open minds to the matter of Scotland.


Edinburgh, March 2013




Prologue: ‘Scotland for ever’


The Battle of Waterloo was fought over two low ridges running athwart the high road which led up from the French frontier towards Brussels, about 15 miles further off. The British and their allies held the more northerly of the ridges, while the French attacked from the more southerly of them. In between, but to the west of the high road, lay the chateau and estate of Hougoumont. Here was one of the places where Scots soldiers won glory on 18 June 1815.1


Hours before either side opened fire that day, the British commander, Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington, and the Emperor of the French, Napoleon Bonaparte, had both identified Hougoumont as a key to their coming clash. If the chateau should be left unguarded, Napoleon’s legions might move along the shallow depression between the two ridges and round the flank of the allied position. This would then become indefensible. So Wellington had not just to occupy Hougoumont but also to find for its defence a force steadfast enough to hold out against the relentless assaults sure to be launched on it. He chose Scots for the task. In command of the chateau he placed Colonel James MacDonell of Glengarry, sprung from a fierce race of Highland warriors who had never surrendered to anybody. To him were assigned the Scots Guards and the Coldstream Guards, the latter Englishmen as like to Scotsmen as any ever could be, coming as they did from the lower valley of the River Tweed where it formed the border between the two nations.2


While the rest of the allied army snatched a little sleep during the night before the battle, these troops went to work under a heavy downpour of rain to fortify Hougoumont. They hacked loopholes through its walls. They erected firing platforms inside them. They blocked every passage between the buildings round the courtyard except for the main gate on the northern side, which they kept open for supplies and communications. In the nearby orchards and woods they felled trees to clear firing lines, then built the timber into their breastworks. Some of these men themselves came under fire, so close did their labours take them to the enemy’s forward positions. Early in the morning Wellington rode out to inspect the preparations with one of his officers, who said the place still looked to him untenable. The duke replied: ‘Ah, but you do not know MacDonell.’3


About half an hour later the French bombardment of Hougoumont began. It was not long before the assault followed, never slackening despite the fire MacDonell’s men kept up in reply. They started to suffer casualties and soon all hands were summoned to the defence. While wounded men crawled into barns, sheds and cellars, their officers dismounted, sheathed their swords and picked up the rifles dropped by the casualties. Skulking through the clouds of gunsmoke, the French managed to surround the chateau and penetrate the grounds, orchard and garden. They reached the northern side of the courtyard where the gate stood open. The men guarding it were taken by surprise, exchanged shots but pulled back inside. About 100 Frenchmen pursued them. Was Hougoumont about to fall?


At this point MacDonell was directing the defence of the garden. He heard triumphant cries in French from behind him, where none of the enemy should have been. He rushed back into the courtyard and found men fighting with whatever came to hand, rifle butts, swords, axes. Some Scots had retreated up the steps to hold the door of the chateau while others were firing down from the windows. MacDonell shouted to three of his officers and a sergeant to follow him and force their way to the gate. The five of them put their shoulders to it and pushed it shut against Frenchmen still trying to enter; the sergeant dropped the stout wooden bar that locked it. They heaped up flagstones and debris to make it secure. Now the defenders could hunt down the enemy within, till just one remained alive or unwounded, a drummer boy who had lost his drum. Hougoumont was saved. ‘The success of the Battle of Waterloo depended on the closing of the gates,’ Wellington later wrote.4


The fighting at Hougoumont went on for an hour and a half before anything happened across the rest of the battlefield. To the east, next to the high road to Brussels, amid the fields and hedgerows of the undulating farmland, stood a concentration of Scottish regiments, the Cameron Highlanders, Black Watch, Gordons and Royal Scots. With them was a force of cavalry, 1,200 men of the Union Brigade, so called because it contained one regiment from each of the three kingdoms of the British Isles, Scots Greys, Inniskillings and Royal Dragoons. This position could not be outflanked so long as Hougoumont was held, so the French had to make a frontal assault on it. They softened it up with another bombardment. They prepared to deploy over terrain that right in front of them seemed undefended, for the Scottish regiments had taken what shelter they could from the barrage. Now the Scots were ordered up to a hedgerow. When they peered through, they saw the enemy’s front rank 40 paces away. The order was given to fire, and 3,000 muskets spat out a volley. ‘Charge! Charge! Hurrah!’ bawled the officers. The soldiers scrambled through the hedge and got to work with their bayonets on the French, who fell back in confusion.5


Behind the line of battle the Scots Greys were waiting, mounted on a double rank of their huge horses so close to one another that the stirrups touched. The command came, ‘Scots Greys, charge!’ They rode at the hedge and cleared it. Everybody cheered. Down the slope of the ridge they galloped, the horses with heads lowered, picking up speed and tearing the earth with their hooves: the immortal scene depicted in the painting Scotland Forever by Lady Butler. And ‘Scotland for ever!’ was what the cavalry shouted as they headed into the smoke and din before them, where they could hear the bagpipes and make out the Highlanders’ feathered bonnets. Officers of the infantry sought to wheel troops back by sections to let the horsemen through, but too late. Foot soldiers were knocked over and trodden underfoot. Even so their mates shouted, ‘Go at them the Greys!’ And again, ‘Scotland for ever!’ Some tried to grasp the stirrups and run with the horses, to get in among the crumbling French formations. Soon the enemy were throwing down their weapons, crying out for quarter.


Charles Ewart was an ensign of the Greys. A giant of a man and an expert swordsman, he now had in his eye the glint of a berserker as he slashed his way towards half a dozen Frenchmen defending a standard with a golden eagle on top. It was the standard of the 45th Invincibles, on which Napoleon’s victories of Austerlitz and Jena stood inscribed. Ewart recalled: ‘One made a thrust at my groin. I parried it off and cut him down through the head. A lancer came at me. I threw the lance off by my right side and cut him through the chin and upwards through the teeth. Next, a foot-soldier fired at me and then charged me with his bayonet, which I also had the good luck to parry, and then I cut him down through the head.’ Ewart seized the standard. An officer behind him said, ‘My brave fellow, take that to the rear.’ And off the field Ensign Ewart rode in triumph. His eagle remains on display in Edinburgh Castle, and his name is still remembered in Scotland.6


Scenes like these offer mere details of the vast canvas of Waterloo. But they helped to fix an image of Scotland and Scotsmen that endured right through the nineteenth century and beyond – indeed, it has not faded yet. This martial image was at bottom perhaps one of the noble savage whose qualities had been harnessed to causes greater than the feuds of earlier ages. Placed at the service of Union and Empire, those qualities emerged in renewed strength or even purity. This image of Scotland and Scotsmen endured not only by overawing others but also by proving useful to themselves, inspiring them at home or advertising their qualities to the world. The nation had been changing ever since the Union of 1707, of course, but during the nineteenth century the rate of change would unmistakably speed up. Earlier it had seemed on the whole a benign process, hallowed alike by religion and philosophy: anyway one purpose of the Union had been to generate change. Even war failed to halt such salutary progress. More and more Scots were doing more and more things to their own and their nation’s profit, just as the architects of the Union had hoped. But they did so increasingly in a Scotland that would have appeared unrecognisable to former generations, where by the year old ways were erased and new ways were impressed on the nation. Could anything worthy of being called Scottish survive all this?


The nature of the nation started coming under open question as soon as its tremendous martial exertions shuddered to a halt in 1815. With the peace, economic differences and social problems earlier taken for granted suddenly appeared intolerable. The body politic, by and large quiescent ever since the last Jacobite rebellion of 1745, jerked into spasm. Strident voices called for reform, and radical reform at that. The first response from the ruling class was often panic and repression. Yet some also felt their way towards a more positive response. They decided the task of leadership lay in looking to the character of the people and to the mutual obligations within their society: this was how to deal with the radicals.


For example, after the Scots’ triumph in a long struggle all could pride themselves on the values of their nation’s past. These were, or were supposed to be, values of morality and order, of religion and patriotism. They had been fostered by the close-knit communities of a small country preserving their character through centuries of strife and change, latterly to be cherished by enlightened philosophers as well as by the common people: perhaps those values might be applied to the challenges of the future as well. All the same, they had been fashioned in an agrarian, pre-industrial society, which Scotland was ceasing to be. The hopes placed in them would be contested, therefore, because they did not take full account of newer Scottish realities.




PART I


ECONOMY




1


Agriculture:


‘Fare ye well ye barnyards’


The hopes of 1815 were not always fulfilled even for the heroes, the troops who came back from fighting the French. Some old soldiers would for years ahead enthral their families, friends and neighbours with tales of derring-do in faraway places, yet there were others for whom no such honourable retirement to the domestic hearth lay in store. Among the units returning from abroad was the 93rd Regiment of Foot, the Sutherland Highlanders: spirit of the clans made flesh. At its embodiment in 1799 by Elizabeth, Countess of Sutherland, it had been wholly Gaelic-speaking but for three men. It was not, in fact, present at Waterloo. Since 1806 it had served in faraway corners of the Empire. It went out in that year as part of an expeditionary force to seize the Cape of Good Hope from the Dutch and secure the vital sea lanes to India. In 1814 the regiment transferred to America and tasted defeat for the first time at the Battle of New Orleans against the raw recruits of the United States under General Andrew Jackson. Soldiers tend to take these things as they come, however, and the Gaels’ pride in their regiment never dimmed. More dispiriting was what awaited those who at length got home.1


Their native county was in the throes of a huge programme of economic improvement undertaken by the Countess of Sutherland and her English husband, the Marquis of Stafford. Clearance is the term usually applied to the programme, though its accuracy is questionable. One aim was, after all, to maintain or even increase the population of the county, and for some decades that happened: it continued to rise, if at a modest rate, to a peak of 25,000 in 1861. The counterpart was destruction of the traditional way of life by which the people had eked out a precarious existence on tiny plots of land in the interior glens. Instead, those glens were to be emptied of people and filled with sheep, in order to supply wool and meat to Britain’s industrial regions. The people would meanwhile be moved to new homes prepared for them round the coast of Sutherland, where they could take to modern occupations provided under the noble couple’s investments. The plan appeared rational, not to say philanthropic, by the standards of the time. In the long run it failed, though hardly for want of exertion on the part of its authors. The result was a wilderness. Still, only in practice could progressive ideas for the Highlands have been tested: no subsequent planning regime in the region has found a better procedure (or greater success). What the final frustration exposed was the personal suffering of the people who had had their world turned upside down, and all for nothing in the end.2


[image: Images]


The worst incidents in the improvement of Sutherland are linked with the name of Patrick Sellar. He was a sharp-set solicitor from Elgin who took a lease of Strathnaver, right in the middle of the countess’s estate, on land running down from the mountains and moors to the northernmost coast of Scotland. The noble couple employed his services to execute one part of their plan in detail by turning the strath over from outworn uses to fresh ones, from peasant tillage to pastoral husbandry. For that he had to remove the population surplus to requirements.3


A year almost to the day before the Battle of Waterloo, on 13 June 1814, Sellar had led parties of men to enforce notices of eviction previously served on the people of the strath’s townships and telling them to leave by Whitsunday, early in May. Given notice well in advance, they could reflect on what must come, prepare their minds and pack their possessions. Often, to stress the moral as well as the legal rectitude of the proceeding, a minister of the Church of Scotland would go round when the notices were read out in English to threaten the people with hellfire in Gaelic, should they show any disobedience. They were not just being thrown out: a few miles away new homes stood ready for them. All the same, many stayed on to the last moment in inertia or anxiety at what awaited them in the settlement by the sea, a planned village at the mouth of the River Naver named, after the countess, Bettyhill. Now their time was up.4


On that Monday morning in the summer of 1814, the men under Sellar moved against people defenceless in law and in fact. From each house they harshly ordered the family out. Any slow to gather their goods could find the roof going up in flames above them, for nothing was to be left here that might permit continued human habitation. Sellar felt especially keen to deal with one William Chisholm, ‘a tinker who had taken possession of an extremely wild piece of land in a morass among the mountains, and was accused by the tenantry of bigamy, theft and riotous conduct, and was put down in my instructions as a person to be expelled from the estate’. Sellar later claimed the people supported the chastisement of this unsavoury character, helping to unroof his house and demolish it. Anyway, when the evictors arrived they found nobody but his bedridden mother-in-law, Margaret Mackay, about 100 years of age. Her daughter came up and protested she was too sick to be moved. By one report, Sellar replied: ‘Damn her, the old witch. She has lived too long. Let her burn!’


Sellar laid faggots against the timbers of the house himself. As the flames took hold, the old lady was pulled out just in time, her blanket already smouldering. ‘God receive my soul! What fire is this about me?’ she cried, perhaps imagining that it was the moment of her passing and that she had been damned. Neighbours carried her to a shed, and barely managed to stop this being burned too. She died within five days.


There was yet less excuse for the treatment of Donald MacBeth, who lay on his deathbed, stricken with cancer, in a house nearby. His son had had to go off to another relation’s funeral, and appealed for his father to be left in peace till his return. When young MacBeth got back he found just the stones of his house with the sick man lying among them; he too died soon afterwards. Every other native of Strathnaver had vanished, and it remains more or less empty of human inhabitants to this day.5
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News of these events took time to get out of the county, too slowly to save hapless peasants with few means of articulating their torment. Some sent a pathetic appeal to the Prince Regent in London, but in those days the government, long run by Tories, did not think to interfere with private property, even with misuse of it. While a rising tide of censure was at length to distress the countess herself, she also found support among Scots who shared the radical chic of her outlook. The Edinburgh Review, for example, prided itself on being the most progressive organ in Scotland and Britain, if not Europe and the world. It had made its mark since its launch in 1802 as the first of the many reviews that would become a hallmark of Victorian culture, forums where the nineteenth century worked over its worries, not just literary but also scientific, social, political and economic. It was an ancestor of today’s quality journalism, clever, irreverent, probing. Its writers vaunted themselves as intellectuals of capitalism, Whigs to a man, and they laughed at the soppy Scots Tories’ sentimental scruples about the welfare of rustics.6


The Edinburgh Review often employed bright young fellows and gave them their start in a public career. One was James Loch, a devilling advocate who made himself the resident expert on the land of Scotland – how to exploit it, how to improve it, how to reform the law and practices governing its use. A devotee of political economy too, he did not think the land any business of the state. The land had its proper place in commercial society ‘whose arrangement is only to be preserved by allowing free scope to the master principle of individual interest’.7 What Loch found to say might rather be of value to a noble family with a lot of land, wondering what to do with it. Here was where the Countess of Sutherland and the Marquis of Stafford came in.


Loch met the noble couple at a dinner-party. He made such an impression on them that they appointed him their commissioner in the county of Sutherland, charged with drawing up a blueprint for its development. In this capacity he was Sellar’s superior. He took against the gauche, tense, overeager little solicitor and may have been instrumental in getting him sacked for his actions in Strathnaver, among other failings. Though history has blamed Sellar for what went wrong with the improvement of Sutherland, the project was, in fact, far more Loch’s than anybody else’s – though of course the countess, or in particular her husband, provided all the money.8


The consequences can be seen to this day. The interior of Sutherland remains bare but fishing villages constructed at Golspie, Helmsdale and Portgower, and over on the Atlantic coast at Lochinver, are there yet. The head burgh of Dornoch is still the handsome stone-built place that replaced the previous miserable cluster of huts. Brora almost had the makings of an industrial town, with coal-mine, brickworks, tile-works, limekiln, saltpans, harbour, not to speak of a horse-drawn railway and a distillery at nearby Clynelish – this, at least, producing even now a fine malt whisky. Such testimonies to the master plan should remind us once again that the purpose was never to empty the county, just to move its people over the 500 miles of road and 134 bridges newly built, by no more than about 20 miles at worst, to render them productive rather than unproductive. Everything came to grief, all the same. The improvement flagged. The sacrifices had been in vain.9
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That was to make the memory all the more bitter for, in a final twist, the rational plans for Sutherland came to be confounded in the minds of future generations with undoubted cases elsewhere in the Highlands where a wicked landlord did simply evict and abandon his helpless tenants. One such case occurred just across the boundary of Sutherland on the estate of Culrain in Easter Ross, the property of Hugh Munro of Novar. His family, with a shrewd but ruthless talent for moneymaking in its genes, had been among the first to introduce sheep to the north. For him this new economy worked, and he wanted to extend it. He had 500 tenants living at Culrain. He gave them notice but offered no resettlement: they would just have to go, and he did not care where. Yet it was hardly as if the estate had run into difficulty. The rental was rising. The tenants owed no money: when they received the notices, they offered to pay more. The sad fact was, though, that Munro could earn three times as much from a single sheep-farmer as from all of them. His law agent arrived in the spring of 1820 with the statutory witnesses to serve writs of removal, warning the people to quit by Whitsunday. A hostile mob saw off him and the other harbingers of their doom.


At this point higher authority had to intervene. The aged sheriff of Ross, Donald Macleod of Geanies, asked military support of the Lord Advocate in Edinburgh (who did not respond) and convened a meeting of local landowners. As colonel of the county’s militia, he called it out. Riding in his carriage, he led a force of 100 northwards from Dingwall to Culrain. There he found the way blocked by a crowd, apparently of more women than men, though he claimed most were men wearing women’s clothes. As he got down from his carriage with the writs, they pressed in on him and his escort. Altercation then riot broke out. A woman struck the first blow with a stick. Soon both sides were thrashing at each other. The militia fired one blank volley but could not still the maddened mob. Macleod’s force took to their heels and ran, carrying him with them and abandoning his carriage, which was wrecked. They did not stop running for 4 miles, till they reached Ardgay on the Dornoch Firth. Here they barricaded themselves in an inn. The people threw stones at the windows, shouted insults and at last went home in jubilation. Macleod stayed put at Ardgay for a week, unwilling to return to Dingwall but wary of venturing back to Strathoykel. He feared the locals might storm the inn. In fact, their resistance was over and soon they gave in, accepted the writs and prepared to leave. That was as bad as the rural unrest got in post-war Scotland.10
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Things had turned out better in the north-east of Scotland, setting the example those more remote landowners sought to follow. The original landscape here hardly looked hospitable either, with its granitic mountains, boulder-strewn terrain and storm-battered coasts, slightly civilised by quaint burghs and baronial castles. Almost till the end of the eighteenth century, it was cultivated as it long had been under the system of runrig. The land was corrugated by strips for each peasant to till, fertile infield contrasting with scrubby outfield and common grazings beyond. People lived in fermtouns, clusters of shelters grimy within, ramshackle without, sinking in muck. To the modern eye the prospect would have appeared bleak, open, treeless, almost wild.


As late as 1794 the minister of Alford, the Revd James Birnie, wrote in the Old Statistical Account of the country round him that ‘all the old-fashioned prejudices of husbandry are still looked upon as sure and infallible rules of good management’.11 They were actually the causes of backwardness and poverty, something the landowners would soon prove when they started an agricultural revolution. Sir Archibald Grant of Monymusk had figured among its pioneers, after retiring to his estate from a career of debauch in London. The first effect of the fresh scene was to make him feel all the more jaded, so he set out to work off his gloom with energetic improvements. He drained the ground, cleared the stones and enclosed the fields. On the home farm, he developed the practices of fallowing and of rotating crops. Once he had perfected his techniques he sought likely tenants to follow him, encouraging them on his let farms with low rents and long leases. By 1811, George Skene Keith produced a survey of Aberdeenshire that already showed the ancient system of cultivation to be vanishing.12 Landowners in neighbouring counties noted the success and followed the lead: the Duke of Gordon and the Earl of Findlater, the Barclays of Ury and the Silvers of Netherley. While some still lived on in medieval piles, splendid new mansions – Cairness or Duff or Fasque – arose to outdo them by far in style and elegance. The face of the whole region underwent a transformation at the hands of them and their fellows. Of course the achievement was due in no less measure to the toil of their tenants, who in turn had seen for themselves what a difference the novel techniques would make.


A witness to almost the entire process was the long-lived Revd George Cruden, minister of Logie Buchan. He wrote in 1840:




Being one of the few whom it has pleased God to spare to assist in drawing up a second Statistical Account of Scotland, I may be allowed, more than others, to express my satisfaction at the vast improvements in agriculture which have taken place in Buchan since I transmitted to Sir John Sinclair an account of the parish of Old Deer in the year 1794. When I look around me, I seem to live not only among a new race of men, but in a new world. Cultivation, like the gradual spreading of a garment, has changed the external face of the earth, and every locality wears a new appearance. The irregular patches, and various denominations of arable land which were then interspersed amidst the uncultivated waste, are now absorbed in regular enclosures or extensive fields, the dark expanse of moss is greatly diminished, and the sombre herds of our native brown and black cattle are enlivened by a mixture of the white and speckled Tees-water. The low-thatched farm-houses and long continuous rows of barns and byres are now converted into slated dwellings of two stories, and adjoining courts of offices; and, where necessary, the steep and rugged tracks that led to them into smooth roads of easy ascent.13





The south of Scotland also housed a progressive landed class, its grandest ornaments the Dukes of Buccleuch. Sir Walter Scott (sharing their surname), showed his devotion to three generations of them: Duke Henry who had also turned his back on London and come to live on his ancestral estates; Duke Charles whom Scott loved the best, though he died young; and finally Duke Walter, just thirteen years old when he succeeded. Scott wrote: ‘It delights me to hear this hopeful young nobleman talk with sense and firmness about his plans for improving his estate and employing the poor’.14


Scott was right about the potential of the estate, a huge one sprawling across three counties. The Buccleuchs did not lag behind in the conspicuous consumption befitting noblemen, but they were rich enough to act as benign landlords too. Unlike some lesser and poorer ones, they saw no point in screwing up financial demands so far that their people could never meet them. The tenants remained prosperous by the standards of their class, not just from improved agriculture but also from cottage industries. They worked the fields in season, then spun and wove at home during other times of year. So Buccleuch’s empire was as much industrial as agricultural, as much urban as rural. Here too the countryside had emptied when people moved to the booming burghs, the Selkirk where Scott was sheriff or the Galashiels where he built his home. He admired the loyal labours of the shepherds but just as much the sturdy independence of the weavers (unless they turned radical). In the hills these migrants, too, had left behind more sheep than people, yet the shift away from a peasant existence did not always mean their exchanging a pre-industrial for an industrial way of life. In fact, they could often carry on with work they felt used to. The keys to economic advance here were still human and animal muscle, or else wind and water. Energy came from the River Tweed and its tributaries, driving the mills along the banks. The workers were willing and their raw material of high quality: the tweeds and knitwear they made would sustain the industrial prosperity of their region into the twentieth century.15


It can be misleading to separate rural and urban development as distinct categories of analysis during the early nineteenth century. There was in essence one astounding process of change and expansion, intertwined and mutually reinforcing, marked by the large shifts of population. The Lowland countryside underwent clearance too, sometimes indeed because landlords removed the people to consolidate their farms, sometimes because the people sought for themselves a better life elsewhere. The best result was what the English journalist and politician William Cobbett discovered when he made a tour of Scotland in 1832. In wonder he compared the great farms of Berwickshire and the Lothians, producing corn and beef with landless labour and the power of steam, to so many outdoor factories. East Lothian was ‘the most fruitful province in Great Britain … the most fertile and finest farming land’ he had ever seen. During the late war, ‘the cattle and victual consumed by the troops was the means of farmers, traders and merchants attaining to moderate wealth, and no wonder they sang with zest: Bonaparte’s a friend o’ mine, I sell my wheat at ninety nine’. But Cobbett also noticed the depopulation that set off the fertility: ‘such cornfields, such fields of turnips, such turnips in those fields, such stack-yards, and such a total absence of dwelling-houses, as never, surely, were before seen in any country upon earth.’16


Is it too much too surmise that the noble house of Sutherland aimed in vain at achieving in the north of Scotland just what the noble house of Buccleuch did in truth achieve in the south of Scotland? In other words, what in the north came to be called clearance was in the south called improvement. The north had harsher climate and terrain, indeed, though for the county of Sutherland in particular there was also more money available relative to resources and population: still the improvement faltered and failed. It does not appear to have been a matter just of good or bad will in the landlord.
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Rather these episodes belonged to the agricultural revolution that in the end spread across the whole of Scotland. Like any revolution it might eat its children, at any rate maul and wound and terrorise them. Much as all this is to be deplored, we must look at the consequences too. In 1815 most Scots still lived a rustic life, but by the 1840s there was already an urban majority in the nation and it steadily increased. At that stage, though, one in three of the people still worked in agriculture, more than worked in the biggest industrial sectors of the time, textiles and mining, put together. And most rural areas had enjoyed a rising population for as long as we can trace it back. Only in the middle of the century did the big decline set in, so that by 1901 the proportion of male workers engaged in farming had halved.17


Even so, the result was not a desolation. On the contrary, in some ways a golden age followed: it gave Scotland a smiling countryside (at least when the sun shone) more picturesque and more productive than ever before or since. Dotted around it, small towns and villages flourished, setting a social ideal for the nation on which it still fondly looks back. Nuclear settlements had in earlier times been far from universal, as the extensive agriculture scattered the fermtouns across the countryside. Now nuclear settlements grew, because the people forced out of the fermtouns did not always go straight to the industrial conurbations and they had to live somewhere, for instance, in the planned villages built by landowners. There they could do the little jobs that little places need. The minister of Logie Buchan, conscientiously listed them: five cartwrights, four blacksmiths, one mason, two millers, three brickmakers, four shoemakers, three tailors, one weaver.18 The last in the list is a reminder that weaving on handlooms remained a common rural occupation – weavers had authentically figured, for example, in the fictional Dalmailing of John Galt’s novel about the old Scotland in its last epoch, Annals of the Parish (1821). Only later, as vast textile factories arose in the industrial areas, powered by steam rather than by hand, did weaving in a village lose its point. The weavers, in fact, then did better to move. But the departure of them and other tradesmen from the countryside dried up a ready source of additional labour that had supplemented its income from work on the fields in season. Now farmers complained of the shortage of hands, forcing them to offer higher wages and better cottages. One from Lanarkshire remarked in 1881 that he had never had any trouble getting workers to bring in his harvest ‘so long as handloom weaving was kept up, but that is done away with now. Our cottages were largely filled with handloom weavers when I began farming but that trade has gone down. These men were always available for a push.’19


Instead the farmers substituted capital for labour, that is, invested in machines. In turn the movement of people from rural to urban Scotland quickened. It was not the result of tyranny, but what happened when industrialisation created demand for labour while stimulating production of food. Over most of the countryside there were no hard times. On the contrary, the demand for more products of the land had in the first place to be satisfied by farmers at home rather than by imports from abroad. The ensemble represented a net social gain. While the changes came at the cost of human displacement, the total population increased without social unrest. Instead, Scotland assumed the character it has retained, a cluster of industrial cities and towns surrounded by landscapes looking rather empty: a kind of combination of Belgium and Norway.20


But the old intimacy between land and people was broken, and Lowland farming became a matter of production and profit. In that Scots proved themselves apt. The traditional small farms, communally worked, gave way to big farms, arable or pastoral. The farmers enclosed the fields with ditches and hedges, then drained them. This last task was of great importance, in fact, the precondition of any further progress, for land under runrig, unless naturally drained, would get sodden as water ran off the rigs and gathered in between: no advantage in a cool, damp climate. The answer came in laying down clay pipes as underground channels, an immense labour but so effective that the government encouraged it with loans at low rates of interest under an Act of Parliament in 1846. The soil of the Lowlands, once so cold and wet and grudging, now grew cereals in quantities that would have amazed earlier generations, with potato and turnip – staple items of the Scots diet – raised on the margins. Cultivation still had to be coaxed by heavy use of fertilisers, lime or bone-meal, later guano or industrial phosphates. The rotation of crops further increased yields. Yet for the first time Scotland produced an abundance of food, not to mention an abundance of rents for the landlords.21
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Local diversity did make the pace of progress uneven. If specialised farming was the most profitable, mixed farming remained the norm over large areas of the Lowlands. And elements of the old system of cultivation survived for quite a long time – runrig, for example, which had formed the whole landscape.22 Among its many drawbacks was that the crop could not be harvested except by hand. Patrick Bell, a theological student at the University of St Andrews, invented a reaper in 1827 while on vacation at his father’s farm in Angus. Since runrig at first prevented its being used everywhere else in Scotland, an adapted American version owed to Cyrus McCormick was what at length conquered the world’s markets. Bell finished up not as the founder of a multinational corporation but as the minister of Carmyllie, with nothing but a commemorative plate from the Highland Society for his pains. As runrig retreated, the scythe replaced the sickle, before mechanisation took over. First came the horse-drawn hoe and the seed-drill for planting crops, then the reaper for gathering them in, then the thresher and the winnower to separate the grain. Later the power of steam replaced the strain of muscle. Labour remained cheap, but at least the age-old racking toil of the farm-worker was eased. The rise in efficiency proved dramatic: ‘In 1820 … to cultivate, reap and deliver five different crops … would have taken 53 days, while in 1892 the same operations would be performed by those using modern methods in 35 days.’23


As for the livestock, selective breeding raised its quality while modern transport transformed its markets too. Once upon a time Scottish cattle doomed to end up as roast beef on English tables had at great trysts been sold lean to drovers who took them south on the hoof. That had been profitable enough to a nation of pastoral peasants, but nowhere near as profitable as the new traffic became to commercial farmers. By 1876 Scotland was home to more than a million cattle. Some would never leave the country: dairy farms flourished on ready access to urban markets in fresh produce and, for instance, allowed the south-west, a region of small or medium-sized farms, to prosper for the first time. But that region also exported its hardy breed of Galloway cattle, either as beef or as livestock, to other regions of the globe with the same sort of soggy climate. A similar pattern of development emerged on a greater scale in the north-east, here with the Aberdeen Angus developed by Hugh Watson of Keillor. His favourite bull was Old Jock, born in 1842 and sired by Grey-Breasted Jock, a beast given the number 1 in the Scottish herd book of 1862. Watson also owned Old Granny, a cow born in 1824 and struck down by lightning in 1859, but not before she had given birth to twenty-nine calves. The pedigrees of the vast majority of Aberdeen Angus cattle alive today all over the world can be traced back to these two animals.24


Such developments showed the acumen of Scottish farmers in making the best use of their comparative advantages. But for that they also had sometimes to be hard men, to force change where it might not be welcome. The people occupying the lowest level in the old system of agriculture had been the cottars, working for tenant farmers in return for a smallholding where they could grow vegetables, even keep a sheep or two. All these smallholdings were now consolidated into larger farms. The cottars then had only long and tiring toil for other people as their source of livelihood. Yet it need not be without dignity. The ploughmen, for example, formed a group apart: they started work at four o’clock in the morning to feed, yoke and take the horses to the field for up to ten hours’ ploughing, and ended the day with grooming and suppering back at the stables. These and their fellows followed a mode of recruitment which, in the north-east for example, was by the 1830s recast into a pattern set to continue well into the twentieth century.25 In the feeing markets at Whitsun and Martinmas the labourers dealt face to face with the farmers, the wage being set according to the particular conditions of that place and season. Labourers often had their own reputations as good or bad workers, farmers as good or bad employers, so some keen bargaining went on. The practice was to hire married couples for a year, and they might be given a cottage on the farm. Unmarried men and women were hired for periods of six months, the men being put up in bothies. This Spartan form of communal living yet gave rise to a genre of folksong that the men created for themselves, the bothy ballads with their simple delight in rustic life. Among the best known is ‘The Barnyards of Delgaty’:




As I go down to church on Sunday, many’s the bonnie lass I see Sitting by her mother’s side, winkin’ owre the pews at me.


A linten addie toorin addie, linten addie toorin ae Linten lowrin lowrin lowrin, the barnyards of Delgaty.


Now, I can drink and no be drunken, I can fight and no be slain I can court with another man’s lass and still be welcome to my ain.


A linten, etc.


Ah, now my candle is burnt oot, my snotter’s fairly on the wane Fare ye well ye barnyards, you’ll never see me here again.


A linten, etc.26





The high efficiency of Scottish agriculture was exacting not only on the farmworker but also on the farmer. Entry into the sector became harder, unless the entrant was already rich or at least had a head start as member of a farming family. Movements of prices towards the end of the century deepened the difficulty. As first cereal and then animal prices dropped in the face of foreign imports, only a farm with high turnover and low costs could maintain its competitive edge. Especially in upland areas, those most suitable for larger agricultural units, in the southern parishes of Lanarkshire and Ayrshire, the hill country of Angus or the areas bordering the Highlands, arable farming struggled to produce returns.27


In the more fertile parts the progressive tenant farmers might make a good living, even though needing to pay a hefty rent as well: by tradition, one-third of the gross product. Till the middle of the century it had been their incomes that varied, against the more constant rental of the landowners or the wages of the labourer, modest, indeed miserly, as these latter were. In general, the tenants’ achievement lay in the continuous ability to improve yields in response to the demands of the markets. More permanent testimonies to their prosperity were the fine solid steadings they built, often of some architectural merit, still to be seen all over the Lowlands today. To make their money they had to be entrepreneurs. At their best in families like the Hopes of Fenton Barns in East Lothian, they were model farmers with an international reputation. George Hope rented a farm with sour soil that he needed to drain and fertilise, then to use the rotation of crops to raise its productivity further. So successful did he prove that experts came from as far away as America or Russia to see what he was doing. But in his spare time he took to Liberal politics too and this, for a farmer without security of tenure, proved to be his undoing, at least temporarily. When his lease at Fenton Barns expired in 1875 his Tory landlord refused to renew it. Despite incredulous public outrage, Hope had to find a new farm in Peeblesshire.28


Still, if things went well the social tensions kept within bounds. James Wilson, who worked a medium-sized farm in Banffshire, showed himself realistic but quite lacking in grudges about his situation when he read a paper to the Ballindalloch Mutual Improvement Association in January 1886. It set out a story of success. Everywhere improved breeds of cattle had replaced the ‘thin scraggy animals that might have been pasturing the fields some forty or fifty years ago’. The large farmers had shown the way in developing the Aberdeen Angus with its beef of higher quality. They had also taken the initiative of forming agricultural societies, introduced ‘new and labour-saving implements’, raised the quality of the soil and generally benefited their communities by, for example, giving ‘more work to local tradesmen’. Wilson still thought he and his fellows could do better, but the key to this was their own effort rather than any benevolence from on high.29
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One thing the agricultural revolution did not change was the hierarchical nature of rural society. Scotland housed relatively few owner-occupiers and large landowners dominated almost everywhere. Sir John Sinclair, member of the clan that held sway over Caithness, remarked in 1814: ‘In no country in Europe are the rights of proprietors so well-defined and so carefully protected.’ For the rest of the nineteenth century they if anything enlarged their holdings. The first official survey of landownership in 1872 showed four-fifths of the land to be owned by 659 individuals, half of it by 117 of them.30 These included the Duke of Sutherland with more than a million acres, the Duke of Buccleuch with 400,000, the Duke of Richmond and Gordon with nearly 300,000 and the Duke of Fife with 250,000 (despite the name, he was another laird of the north-east). In Scotland, ownership remained concentrated to a greater extent than anywhere else in Europe, even England. Though the industrial revolution generated great wealth among the urban Scots who led it, they could never buy up enough land to rival the old aristocracy in rural Scotland.


On a large estate the interests of landlord and tenant usually coalesced, but might not. The countryside also housed animals, on the ground and in the air, which in part lived off the crops. On these the landlord and tenant were unlikely to agree, because Scotland’s ancient game laws reserved the right to kill game solely to the landlord, and a tenant who took it into his own hands to do so could be prosecuted. It was only in 1880 – not least because the injustice had attracted the ranting attention of urban radicals – that tenants won the right to kill rabbits and hares they found nibbling at their own crops. This conflict worsened as lairds sought to maximise the sporting potential of their estates. By the 1870s, they were systematically developing their resources of game. On the great estates they demanded and got huge sporting rents out of land little good for anything else. There had already been recreational shooting on the high moors in the eighteenth century, but in 1800 a consortium led by Sir John Maxwell took a ten-year lease of the estate of Abergeldie on Deeside. Over the next four decades the number of advertised deer forests trebled and much of the land above 1,000 feet was given over to sporting. Grouse-shooting grew as popular as deer-stalking. With it came the muirburn, the burning of the heather that assured the grouse its staple diet of young shoots of heather and altered the landscape of the moors with a mosaic of different colours.31


It all took off as a business after an English gentleman, Walter Scrope, published a book in 1838 on The Art of Deerstalking, illustrated by the artist brothers Landseer, to tell the world of the excellent shooting he had found on the Duke of Atholl’s estate. This new sporting literary genre reached a peak in 1863 with Charles St John’s The Wild Sports and Natural History of the Highlands, demonstrating a fact odd to townees, that a huntsman can love the creatures he kills. Perhaps the artistic achievement extended to abstract sculpture too, if we may judge by a pair of curious monuments in Aberdeenshire. On Duchery Beg, high above the Water of Tanar, stand two pillars, each with a stone ball resting on a pyramid. They are exactly 267 yards apart, commemorating Sir William Cunliffe Brooks’s shooting of a stag at that formidable distance on 9 October 1877.32


The men transforming the wide moorlands were most of them English, with Scots appearing in their company usually as gamekeepers and beaters. It was one example of how the history of the Highlands had come to be largely propelled from elsewhere, in this case from the huge fortunes created by the industrial revolution in the rest of Britain and then from the fact that the pursuit of aristocratic blood sports had turned into a marker of high social standing. In theory, stalking deer with a rifle might be compatible with farming sheep over the same kind of country. In practice, it was not. Rich men seldom minded if they paid both a grazing and a sporting rent so long as they could get a clear shot. This was what created the deer forests, a kind of forest unique to Scotland, unique also in that it has no trees, or at least no vegetation likely to get in the way of a bullet from a rifle or shotgun. It was on shooting rents that many an ancient noble dynasty now built itself a new stately home or kept an old one in better repair. As for the incomers from elsewhere, they often ran their estates at a loss out of their industrial revenues and provided a straight subsidy to the needy, if not always grateful, Highlanders working for them. By 1900, sporting estates took up about 60 per cent of the area of Scotland.33
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While the Highland sheep-farms had prospered through the middle of the century, in the long run they proved unsustainable. The sheep, fastidiously selecting the finer grasses to crop, overgrazed pastures and left room for coarse grass and bracken to invade. Meanwhile competition arose from the eastern Lowlands where farmers had started to rotate grasses and turnips nourishing to sheep as well. And wool from the Empire was beginning to reach Scottish markets, followed by mutton from the Empire, both often better in quality and lower in price than the Highland produce. The reign of sheep in the north of Scotland came to an end. The supreme irony followed of a large-scale clearance of sheep and shepherds. It only heralded the appearance of Highland problems in new forms.34


Those problems went back a long way, of course, and had never been fully effaced by the more or less full integration of the clan chiefs into respectable society during the eighteenth century (something from their point of view preferable to a rendezvous with the public executioner). Even so up to 1815 most chiefs exerted themselves to keep their people on their lands. This was partly a matter of prestige, for instance to man a regiment if they took a loyal fancy to forming one. But they might also need labour for new economic activities, such as the harvesting of kelp, the common seaweed that could be reduced to the industrially useful sodium carbonate. After 1815 this market, fostered by war, collapsed. What with the returning soldiers as well, labour was suddenly in surplus. Clearances began.35


Clearances could not, however, halt a spectacular rise in the Highland population, to nearly 400,000 by 1841, the highest level ever attained. Crises of subsistence resulted, first in 1836–37 with a blight that rotted potatoes in the ground, then with a much more severe one beginning in 1846 and going on into 1847. The Highlands, like Ireland at the same time, lost their staple food. For once Lowlanders cast old grudges aside and hastened to bring relief. The British government, while officially non-interventionist, yet sought agreement on a policy for long-term development with schemes of roads and harbours, aid for the fisheries and the like. But Victorian Britain was just never going to provide public resources on the scale required, even if there had been any certainty (as there was not) of bringing about the desired result of an improved and stable Highland society. Highlanders no longer able to subsist without help had to be cleared and preferably moved on to the Lowlands, to England, to North America and to the Antipodes. The largest ever emigration followed, and within a short time finished its job of putting an end to the inexorable rise in the Highland population.36


Were Highland problems being solved after all? In the following phase of social calm and relative prosperity lasting a quarter of a century, sheep-farmers fared well and crofters perhaps better. The harvests, with a few local exceptions, turned out generous. The price of cattle remained buoyant. Rents rose little, at least for smallholdings, and they lagged behind the growth in incomes, which were boosted besides by seasonal emigration to the booming Lowlands. Anyone dissatisfied could still emigrate, sometimes with a subsidy, always to a warm welcome overseas.37


It might have seemed the Highlands had at last begun to follow the path to prosperity already traversed by the Lowlands. The apparent realism of the prospect could be attested by the public debate over it among some of the finest minds in Scotland. George Campbell, eighth Duke of Argyll, was a flame-haired intellectual, an authority on evolution and on economics, who also took up a political career and rose to be a member of William Gladstone’s cabinets. Not least, he was a great landowner in his ancestral county. From his study of the charters preserved in his own castle at Inveraray, he concluded there was little substance in the currently fashionable notions of some idealists about the old Celtic society practising a communal form of agriculture, which might now, they were implying, be revived in favour of the crofters rather than obliterated by the improvers. If the pressure of population, rather than the survival of historic rights, had lain at the bottom of any rural communism, it also led to repeated crises of subsistence. The ultimate way out, Argyll concluded, was a more advanced and a better capitalised agriculture with a smaller population on the land and a higher standard of living. This meant the same system as in the rest of Scotland, a system of landlords and tenants under the discipline of rents and removal.38


The duke found a fierce foe in John Stuart Blackie, professor of classics at the University of Edinburgh, but a man with his heart in the Highlands: he was one of the first Lowlanders who habitually wore a kilt. Ignoring the ribaldry that often greeted his colourful appearance on the streets of the capital, he consciously countered the forces of the market with the call of a culture. An Aberdonian by birth, he spent his holidays at Braemar, where the solitude of the hills poignantly reminded him of a vanished way of life. He argued on grounds of both justice and efficiency that there should be smallholdings for all in the free possession of their occupiers (or at least giving these minimal rental and maximal security of tenure): ‘ownership in land exists for the people, not the people for the sake of ownership’. He also rejected the Scots Liberals’ facile faith in Britishness as a vehicle of progress. He hated imperialism, at home and abroad, for ‘obliterating local types and establishing a uniform monotony of superficial polish’. He got close to denouncing the very Union, something almost unheard of in his time, for ‘superficiality, mechanism and monotony’, compared to the Scots’ ‘heritage of a distinct nationality, nobly and manfully acquired’. He lived long enough to be inaugural chairman in 1886 of the Scottish Home Rule Association, the ancestor of the Scottish National Party.39
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Intellectuals were not left long to debate Highland problems in these terms before crisis returned. After briefly better times the dearth of the early 1880s, with a succession of poor harvests and general depression in agriculture, came as all the more of a shock. The winter of 1882–83 turned out the bleakest for a third of a century. The potatoes failed and other crops were lost in autumnal storms, which also sank or smashed fishing boats. Meanwhile the Lowland economy went into recession as well, and so offered Highland migrants no more jobs. Still nothing like the earlier disasters followed. Landowners continued to collect rent as before. If there was default, they ordered eviction. This met with resistance, for local agents of the law proved far too weak to enforce it.40


We might usefully follow this fresh crisis by comparing and contrasting how it unfolded in two different places, the Isle of Skye and the Isle of Lewis. On the Isle of Skye, more specifically on the estate of Lord MacDonald of Sleat, a long evolution reached its end. Clan Donald had dominated the West Highlands before its forfeiture in 1495, after which only cadet branches of the extinct line of paramount chiefs survived, including the MacDonalds of Sleat. These steadily cast off their shaggy Highland past, refining themselves so far that they received a peerage in 1776. It made no difference to the fact that they were running up huge debts in the attempted transformation of their clan from a military into an economic unit. The first Lord MacDonald made initial efforts to set his estate on a firmer financial footing, suffering some reprobation from his more old-fashioned and more martial fellows. But his exertions went on the whole for nothing, and he merely bequeathed the problems to future generations. His successors kept their heads above the deep waters of their debts by selling off land. For the fourth one the crunch came when in 1846 he owed £140,000.41


In the best spirit of the past this Lord MacDonald counted his people as part of his wealth, yet now he needed without fail to find better uses for it and them. Like many of his Lowland counterparts, he favoured the planned village as a focus for new economic activities. There was to have been one at Kyleakin, though it languished till the West Highland Railway reached Kyle of Lochalsh in 1897, and a ferry between the two places created the main crossing to Skye. Still, the existence of Portree as the island’s metropolis is owed to the Lords MacDonald. They equipped it with a harbour designed by Thomas Telford, with superior houses and with public buildings. They brought in fishermen from the east of Scotland to teach their skills to Skyemen; these showed, however, little interest. They hired miners to demonstrate how to work the seams of coal found down the coast from Portree to the Braes, with the same result. Nemesis at length overtook the estate, but it was hardly for want of efforts to erect on it a viable community. The sad sequels followed not from improvement, but from defeat of improvement. The finances of the fourth Lord MacDonald may be faulted, but not his good intentions.42


The estate was put under trust. While Lord MacDonald remained the owner, control passed to trustees charged with cutting costs and raising income till his creditors were satisfied and let him resume his patrimony. Time and again, he pleaded for his own misfortune not to be visited on his tenants. But by law the trustees had to earn what they could, and they decided the people must make way for sheep. If MacDonald had got his way, the people would have stayed on the land or, at worst, been conveyed to new homes with his aid and blessing, according to the consistent policy on his estate.43


This was the background to the form the crisis of the 1880s took on Skye. A progressive change in the Highland mentality may be marked by the fact that now the crofters made, as it were, a positive refusal to pay their rents, rather than simply being unable to afford them. They turned poverty to a purpose, to claim the restoration of old rights. What with the sheep and the deer, many crofting communities had been confined within small areas, often of inferior land, while near them large tracts were reserved for extensive agriculture or for sport. While to the lairds the landscape might still have seemed overcrowded, the crofters felt they had been corralled into poverty with emigration as the sole way out. If land should be made available to them, on the other hand, they claimed they could work it efficiently and preserve their way of life, not to say better their condition.44


Among rights on Skye the crofters said they had lost, and that only recently, was the right to graze stock on the land held by sheep-farmers of Lord MacDonald. The crofters petitioned for the restoration of this right, but the factor brusquely turned them down. So they refused to pay their rents, with the result that they got summonses of eviction. In April 1882, on a track running down the south-eastern coast of the island, 500 crofters intercepted the sheriff officer coming to serve the summonses. They burned his papers before his eyes and saw him off. Ten days later the law returned in the shape of sixty police from Glasgow. A mob faced them: ‘men, women and children rushed forward in all stages of attire, most of the females with their hair streaming lovely in the breeze’. In this Battle of the Braes the police did succeed, before they beat a retreat, in subduing the crofters and taking some prisoner, though not before a dozen constables had also been injured by sticks and stones. Those arrested were tried at Inverness and convicted, but sympathisers paid their fines. The whole episode was reckoned a moral victory for the people. Trouble spread round Skye, then to other islands. In 1885 a gunboat and marines were sent to the Minches. Thousands refused to pay their rents and occupied the sheep-farms. Calm only returned to Skye with the stationing on the island of a garrison of 300.45 Even from the landlords’ point of view, there could be little future for the Highlands if this was how law and order had to be maintained there.
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Rebellious crofters and intellectuals supporting them had in 1881 formed the Highland Land League, on the model of a counterpart in Ireland. Its very existence dropped a broad hint that these nascent Scottish troubles might develop after the violent example across the North Channel. The British government decided it had to act, though its action did not in the first instance go beyond the procrastinating expedient of a Royal Commission. This sat under the chairmanship of Lord Napier, a Lowland aristocrat who had served in India as Governor of Madras and there carried through a land reform confirming the rights of peasant proprietors. He brought some of the same ideas to the Scottish Highlands, enriched by his own dash of Celtic romanticism. His report, published in 1884, advocated a sort of revived traditional township, a peasant commune but one run by elected officials to administer the arable ground and pasture. Napier’s bright ideas pleased nobody, not even all his fellow commissioners, and certainly not Gladstone. The Prime Minister was more given than Napier himself to high-minded waffle, yet often obscured within the clouds of his rhetoric lay a sharp, by no means timid, sense of practicalities. He saw the report was impractical. Yet he had to do something about the Highland unrest. He ignored Napier and imported to Scotland his government’s previous Irish Land Act, with its three Fs: fixity of tenure, fair rents, freedom to inherit a holding. These formed the substance of the Crofters’ Act (1886). It did not make the crofters the owners of their land, as many had hoped. But, within crofting areas strictly demarcated, it gave them more or less total security of tenure on the plots they occupied. The landlords remained merely nominal owners, their possession signalled by nothing more than a peppercorn rent. Would this solve the Highland problems? The sequel showed it would not.46


The Isle of Lewis belonged to the Matheson family, typical of one sort of successor to the old chiefs, Highlanders who had gone out into the world to earn a fortune and brought it back to the land of their fathers. James Matheson made a stupendous fortune from smuggling opium into China as head of the great oriental trading house of Jardine Matheson. Benjamin Disraeli had him appear in the novel Sybil (1845): ‘Oh, a dreadful man. A Scotchman richer than Croesus, one Mr Macdrug, fresh from Canton, with a million of opium in each pocket, denouncing corruption and bellowing free trade.’ On his return, Matheson purchased Lewis from the bankrupt Mackenzie Earls of Seaforth. The island suffered some of the worst Highland conditions, with a population growing by 2 per cent a year, from 17,000 in 1841 to more than 25,000 by 1881. Almost at once Matheson had to reach into his pocket to support his people during the dearth of 1846. Even amid the terrible blight on the potato he had ample means to cope. He imported meal on his own account and sold it to the people at a quarter of the cost. He contributed £100,000 to public works that would create jobs for them. He never forced them out, but moved only those wishing to exchange bad land for better, or else gave free passage in his own boat to any wanting to seek work on the mainland. In 1847 he was elected the Liberal MP for Ross and Cromarty, which included Lewis. In 1851 Queen Victoria made him a baronet for his philanthropy.47


During more than thirty years in charge of Lewis, Matheson spent £384,000, the equivalent of many millions in modern money. In some respects he was a stern Highland landlord of the legendary type, who through dictatorial and unpopular factors forced his tenants to stick to his terms. But he was also the only Highland landlord at once immune to financial pressure and uninterested in making people move unless ready to. Lewis therefore offers an acid test of the question how the Highlanders would have behaved if under no pressure to leave. The answer is that, other things being equal, they would have just stayed on the land and continued to multiply.


Yet Lewis was hardly a fertile island. It had been able to expand its resources somewhat out of the sea, for the fisheries also profited from the general improvements of the age in transport and marketing. While Scotland’s main fishing ports lay on the east coast, their entrepreneurs reached out to establish bases at Stornoway on Lewis and at Castlebay on Barra. They offered work to the crofters too: the men helped on the boats while the women gutted the catch onshore. Still a higher income did not alter their way of life. They merely made room for the burgeoning population through subdivision of the existing crofts – already small enough – into fragments smaller still.48


This was why the Crofters’ Act in itself failed to end social conflict on Lewis. The crofters wanted not more rights but more land, such as the land the Mathesons had put under sheep and deer. To the landowner and factor this request was preposterous: the crofters should be glad they were not on Skye, where they would face eviction. These waxed just as indignant: they were poor men who yet kept up with their rents and followed the factor’s instructions. Yet they and their fathers had occupied this land for generations, exchanging obedience to its owners for at least some consideration of their own wants. It was oppressive of the Mathesons now to repudiate their side of an implicit bargain.49


So the crofters of Lewis resisted their landlords even after the legislation of 1886 had tipped the social and political balance in their favour. Here indeed the main trouble arose in the following years. During the deer raid of Park in 1887, about 100 men armed with rifles took over land that the widowed Lady Mary Matheson had just turned from a sheep-farm into a sporting estate, when it could have been given back to them. They shot deer, cooked them on the spot and, before tucking in to them, prayed for God’s blessing on their meal. If they got it, it did not save them from the secular authorities: the ringleaders were arrested and put on trial in Edinburgh, where a sympathetic jury acquitted them. That was the incentive for the next raid on Aignish, where 1,000 crofters with pipes playing and flags flying occupied the land and killed some of the sheep on it before being driven off by a military force. The ringleaders got fifteen months in jail this time. Lady Matheson received threats to her life and had for a while to move out of the Lews Castle her husband had built for her on a hill overlooking the harbour at Stornoway.50


In the end, the Crofters’ Act did succeed in defusing the disorder, though over the longer run its results have remained dubious. In essence, it froze a pattern of landholding that might have offered a solution to the Highland problems of 1884 but could hardly be suited to the Highland problems of all later times. The great virtue claimed for it was that it kept the indigenous population on the land, yet almost from the moment it came into force this population began to plunge. The decline was not halted till the late twentieth century, when white settlers started to arrive in the region and practise new economic activities often based on traditional crafts but aided by modern technology. Many have been quickly deterred by the climate and the remoteness, but those who stayed the course might prosper more than crofters ever could. Altogether, while the Crofters’ Act coincided with the later stages of Scotland’s agricultural revolution it is hard to see the Act as part of that revolution. In fact, the Highlands, certainly the remoter parts, remained the only region of Scotland where the revolution failed, leaving the people relatively no more prosperous or productive than before.51
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Practically everywhere else, though, the agricultural revolution proved a success, if sometimes achieved at high cost. By the turn of the twentieth century only one in eight Scots worked still on farms. The proportion would from then on head steeply downwards. Even so, agriculture retained a somewhat greater importance to the economy of Scotland than to the economy of England, though the differences are not vast. They arise out of facts of nature or history: that two-thirds of the country are mountain, moor and rough grazing; that there is bound for reasons of climate or terrain to be more pastoral than arable production; that farms are therefore likely to be large and private owners to impress by the size of their acreage rather than by the profits out of it.


Victorian Scotland could in general be proud of the countryside it created, however, and the replacement there of grinding poverty by hard-working prosperity. At the end of the era there came an echo of Cobbett at the beginning, when the English agricultural expert, Daniel Hall, travelled the country to research his classic work A Pilgrimage of British Farming (1913). He told how, before he visited the Lothians, he ‘had not imagined that the management of arable land could reach such perfection’, and in Perthshire he was struck by the ‘enlightened opportunism’ of its mixed farming practices.52 The expertise hard-won in the nineteenth century would continue to be tested by conditions scarcely less challenging for the rest of the twentieth century.
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Industry: ‘Blazing volcanoes’


It was at New Lanark, 30 miles up the River Clyde from Glasgow, that the rural and urban blend of the early industrial revolution achieved its finest form. The textile mill at this picturesque spot, built by a Glaswegian businessman, David Dale, dated from 1786.1 He had started adult life as a weaver’s apprentice before he went on to make a fortune in banking. Now, in partnership with the English inventor of the spinning jenny, Richard Arkwright, Dale set up his pioneering enterprise just below the waterfalls that were to power the machinery. A religious man, he had left the Church of Scotland for an evangelical congregation where he himself preached for four decades, sometimes being taunted in the streets for his pastoral pretensions. But he did practise what he preached, at least in seeking to be a model employer.


Dale limited the workers at New Lanark to shifts of eleven hours (instead of the seventeen demanded by other bosses). He gave them food, clothes and housing in modest but elegant tenements that still stand in woods on the same pretty stretch of river, today designated a World Heritage Site. It is perhaps hard to discern here one of the seedbeds of modern capitalism, so idyllic does the scene appear. But in its time New Lanark employed 2,000 hands, more than any other factory in Europe or America. They were mostly women or else children recruited from local orphanages, as well as exiled Highlanders. A visitor said: ‘If I was tempted to envy any of my fellow creatures it would be men such as Mr Dale for the good they have done mankind.’2


Another visitor was Robert Owen, a young Welshman in the textile trade who came on business to Glasgow. He got to know Dale and more especially his daughter, whom he at length married. In 1800 Owen took over as manager of New Lanark. In running it, he set himself higher ambitions even than his father-in-law, not just to render capitalism benign but even to exhibit a blueprint for modern society. Universal progress was breaking up the small communities where most people had always dwelt, setting them apart from the natural world which ordered their existence with its slow seasonal rhythms. Owen believed that the traditional environment had formed human nature and that a novel environment would reform it. At this crux there was also a chance for visionaries like himself to step in and make human nature better.3


Owen therefore regulated not only the working conditions but also the private lives of his employees. The children slept in ‘well-aired rooms, three in a bed’, on a straw mattress with sheets and blankets, in dormitories scrubbed weekly and lime-washed twice annually. In summer they were given cotton clothes to wear, in winter woollen suits or linen dresses. They had to get up at six o’clock in the morning to work till six o’clock in the evening, a long stretch broken by meals: early and late porridge with milk, at noon soup, potatoes, bread and cheese alternating with seven ounces of beef for each child on different days, sometimes herrings. Those under ten years of age were excused any labour but attended school to learn reading and writing, arithmetic, music and dancing, with sewing for the girls and military exercises for the boys, and finally some geography, history or natural science. As his charges grew to adulthood, Owen fed their minds and bodies with ‘rational amusement’. The happy, healthy orphans were to acquire habits of obedience useful both for their own education and for their future employment. Even after they started full-time work they could look forward at the end of their shifts to self-improving social activities, which should dissuade them from going off to get drunk in the usual Scottish manner.4


The regime in any event enforced tight rules against intemperance, theft and other misdemeanours. The supervisors kept ‘books of character’ on each worker; Owen would inspect them in person in efforts to stamp out ‘bad and inferior conduct’. This interest could also turn a bit creepy, however. Owen reminded fellow capitalists how they took care to keep their machinery in working order: ‘Now, if the care which you bestow upon machinery can give you such excellent results, may you not expect equally good results from care spent upon human beings, with their infinitely superior structure?’ The trouble was they might be intractable: ‘the great majority of them were idle, intemperate, dishonest, devoid of truth and pretenders to religion which they supposed would excuse their shortcomings and immoral proceedings’. Incentives for good behaviour had, then, to be matched by punishment for bad behaviour. A boy at New Lanark, Duncan McKinlay, would give evidence later to a parliamentary committee that ‘a constant system of beatings took place, not a day without someone suffering’. Nor was every visitor impressed. The English Tory poet, Robert Southey, found these Scots workers were under the same ‘absolute management as so many negro-slaves’. He decided that ‘Owen in reality deceives himself’: in fact, he ‘keeps out of sight from others, and perhaps from himself, that his system, instead of aiming at perfect freedom, can only be kept in play by absolute power’.5


The fame of New Lanark spread all the same. It became a tourist attraction drawing politicians or industrialists from home and abroad to view its blend of philanthropy and profitability. After 1815, Owen also offered himself as a regular witness at official inquiries into the condition of the country, disturbed as it was by economic troubles following the end of the Napoleonic Wars. He published his theories in tracts for wider circulation. Here his attention shifted away from the practical arrangements he had actually enforced at New Lanark to vaguer ideas on ‘villages of co-operation’. The poor or unemployed, after suitable training and under proper management, were themselves to own and organise the villages. Once these reached self-sufficiency, the inhabitants would be ‘able to create their own subsistence and repay the interest of all capital invested in the outfit of the establishments’. Owen worked on a premise that ‘manual labour, properly directed, is the source of all wealth’ – an idea close enough to Karl Marx’s labour theory of value to have impressed later generations of socialists. They tend to overlook how Owen then went on to say that ‘when properly directed, labour is far more value to the community than the expense necessary to maintain the labourer in considerable comfort’. In other words, the boss would still cream off the surplus value. Owen was no enemy of capitalism, only of its irrational and wasteful aspects. He certainly became an arch-bore, forever harping on about his answers to all the world’s problems.6


Yet Owen had intervened at a crucial point, just when Scotland’s potential as a powerhouse of development was starting to show. Over the next century the potential would be realised, and the economy would ascend heights undreamed of at the outset. One thing this did was let the national population triple, from 1.6 million in 1800 to 4.8 million in 1911. The global figures concealed large changes in the composition of the workforce. There was rise and fall in its various employments, or cycles of both. More than half the Scots laboured on the land at the beginning of the period but fewer than one in twelve by the end. As for industry, the number of textile workers reached 370,000 in the middle of the nineteenth century then dropped to 330,000 at the turn of the twentieth century. Meanwhile the number of metal workers grew from 60,000 to 200,000, of workers in other manufactures from 70,000 to 130,000 and of miners from 50,000 to 130,000.7 Still, mere statistics scarcely allow us to grasp the drama of how this small nation emerged as a linchpin of the global economy to link the primary producers on distant continents with the industrialising regions of Europe. Telling that story in more human terms is the task for the rest of this chapter.
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The industrial revolution transformed the lives that most Scots led. Just as in many other industrial revolutions which have followed among the different nations of the earth, and which still go on today, this one began with textiles. They are often fashioned from the agricultural crops of the country, and their fashioning may come fairly easily to a population still with close links to the land, even after moving into the towns. At first, then, total social dislocation can be avoided.8


Since the early decades of the Union of 1707 it had besides been a part of British governments’ policy to improve the range and quality of Scottish textiles, so that ordinary Scots, too, might feel some benefit from the connection with England. There was, for example, a public subsidy to the cultivation of flax, which yields a strong natural fibre that can be turned into linen. Thousands of part-time workers in the Lowlands took to spinning and weaving linen in the eighteenth century. It was something peasants could do in the winter, and it added to the output of the towns.9


Then, especially in the west of Scotland, certain producers of linen, often in partnership with merchants such as Dale, converted to cotton. It presented better prospects. It could exploit the new oceanic trade into and out of the Clyde and offer profitable further deployment of the fortunes being made from that. In addition, it attracted paternalist landowners extending the agenda of improvement and looking for ways to employ the surplus labour displaced by it. Of course, these old and new leaders of Scottish society also made money, in some cases a great deal of money. And for that reward they needed no huge down payment. 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.10


Before long, however, cotton tended to produce complexes of factories, even if production was not confined to them and retained a large domestic component. But it was the factories that began to exert the social effects of the industrial revolution, and to change the Scots’ whole inheritance from the past. In the eighteenth century the urban population had belonged to small burghs, at their best offering a quietly prosperous existence in a secure role to its beneficiaries. For the nation’s producers that meant becoming an incorporated tradesman, a status earned only by a seven-year apprenticeship though leading to a steady career with enough to support a family; the rest of the family might work too, but they worked at home, sharing the daily round with journeymen and servants. The way of life was so settled and resilient that it could not be just killed off by mass production. Sturdy weavers, working their looms in familiar surroundings, with time to read radical books and think radical thoughts, might continue to prosper till after 1840 by specialising in goods unsuitable for process in a factory. At Paisley, for example, they made fine Paisley shawls based on Indian designs: there were 6,000 weavers producing them in 1837, though only 3,000 by 1843. This decade marked the turning point. The 80,000 weavers still working in Scotland at the start of it had shrunk to 25,000 by the end of it and to only 8,000 by 1880.11
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The new industrial age meanwhile dawned. For Scotland we might date its start to 1798, when Robert Millar solved an array of mechanical hitches to bring the power-loom into operation at his textile works in Glasgow.12 New factors of production and new economic structure created new social superstructure, with a downtrodden proletariat trudging into a grim factory at dawn to toil at some tedious operation till the time came to trudge home again at twilight, too tired to do anything but grab a bite to eat and go to bed. There was no respect to sex or age. As many women as men worked in the factories, perhaps more. And the capitalists found special advantage in using children small enough to crawl under the looms and remove fluff which might snarl the mechanism; if their little fingers and hands got caught in it and were maimed, others could at a moment’s notice be found to take their place.


The factories demanded submission to discipline of a kind unfamiliar to Scots, whether they arrived from the congested countryside or out of the cosy burghs of old. The employers made ample investments to keep their mills and machines going by perpetual power. They needed a workforce of hundreds to graft in gear with these mechanical motions. If the people could not accept the regime then it was they that had to go, not the machinery. With a glance at teeming and go-ahead Glasgow from relatively tranquil and old-fashioned Galashiels, Sir Walter Scott remarked how ‘manufacturers have been transferred to great towns where a master calls together 100 workmen this week and pays them off the next with far less interest in their future fate than in that of as many worn-out shuttles’.13


Scots labour was cheaper than English labour, and cotton became a vast employer of it, maybe of 100,000 people at the peak. By 1868 there were 131 mills at work in Scotland. Still, from about this point on they faced more intense competition, from England but especially from foreign industries often protected by a tariff. Scottish factories found themselves forced away from mass production (which went to the newly industrialising countries) towards the top end of the market, where they became prey to fickle consumers’ tastes. It was a challenge the big manufacturers struggled to meet, largely because of a failure in technical innovation that they blamed on resistance among their workers. At any rate by 1910 the output of cotton had virtually collapsed in Scotland, with only nine firms surviving.14
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Yet there were three branches of textiles in which Scotland managed to hold the lead it had taken early on. In the production of sewing thread Coats of Paisley excelled every rival at home or abroad. This was already the largest single firm in British manufacturing, with 6,000 employees, when it joined with Patons in 1896 to form the largest spinner of thread anywhere. It had set up in the United States to get round the American tariff and soon also dominated the market there. Before long, the amalgamated firm accounted for 80 per cent of the industry’s global capacity. Eleven members of the Coats family, engaged in textiles at Paisley since early in the century, became millionaires. When theirs turned into a public company in 1890, it was capitalised at over £5 million. ‘Such is the result of an enterprise inaugurated by a humble weaver who first saw the light in a humble cottage,’15 wrote Andrew Coats of his father James, founder of a mill for making thread at Ferguslie in 1826. No doubt the success also helped to attract the first major foreign investment to Scotland, when the American manufacturer of sewing machines, the Singer Company, built a factory at Clydebank, across the river from Paisley. All the world’s seamstresses then looked to this one corner of the west of Scotland.


Jute transformed Dundee just as thread transformed Paisley. In the middle of the eighteenth century the breezy burgh on the River Tay had become a whaling port, sending its ships into Arctic waters. The purpose was to extract oil from blubber, mainly for use in domestic lighting. But surely the capital investment and the bloody slaughter could serve some wider purpose? In 1832 James Watt, a local merchant, discovered how jute soaked in a mixture of whale oil and water turned pliable enough to be worked by machine. Out of this serendipity arose one of the world’s great textile industries, by the 1870s employing over 40,000 people in 72 mills and factories. It boomed especially in wartime, during the Crimean War, the American Civil War and all the other wars forever going on somewhere. Jute served for sandbags, then for anything else portable in large, cheap sacks. It was of course just as good for commercial use. Competition would in time arise from Calcutta, because the jute was grown in Bengal and Dundonians set up the first mill to process it on the spot as early as 1855. For a long time, even so, Dundee held on to its prime place in global production of jute. Just like cotton in Glasgow this had stark social effects. The owners of the factories formed a local aristocracy, building grand houses on the Tay and erecting within the city industrial monuments to themselves. Cox’s Stack, named after a director, towered 280 feet high over the Camperdown Works. Yet James Cox’s company employed women (few men) on the lowest pay of any group of industrial workers in Britain. Dundee could well be called a women’s city: by the end of the century, the population between the ages of 20 and 45 was two-thirds female, and one in three households had a woman as head.16


A third successful textile town was Kirkcaldy, the global centre for manufacture of linoleum. The little port on the Firth of Forth, where the father of economics, Adam Smith, had been born and grew up, early on enjoyed a brisk foreign trade out of which grew local industries based on spinning and weaving. Michael Nairn started a small handloom factory to make heavy canvas in 1828. He expanded in 1847 when he took out a licence for production of floorcloth, a canvas coated with layers of paint, and opened a works to produce it. He was not only an entrepreneur but also an innovator: he pioneered the use of ovens to season the floorcloth and reduce the length of its processing. Then, when the patent for linoleum (invented by a Yorkshireman, Frederick Walton) expired in 1876, Nairn and other local manufacturers of floorcloth, some his former employees, switched to making this new, more versatile and more durable product. Output of both floorcloth and linoleum occupied seven factories in the town by 1883 and employed 1,300 people. Nairn’s own firm expanded its capacity so as to become the biggest single manufacturer in the world, a status it held till the Second World War.17


In these ways, during an era of ever more intense foreign competition, three Scots towns continued to prosper through specialisation in textiles, constantly improving the technology and exploiting fresh markets. They therefore survived long beyond the first stage of the industrial revolution. Meanwhile the revolution proceeded.
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To the history of Scottish textiles we can link the history of Scottish chemicals, the first new industry to spin off from that old one. The earliest chemical product was salt, made in or near mining areas because the original process of production needed coal for the slow evaporation of seawater in salt pans (origin of the place name Prestonpans). While this industry still existed in the early nineteenth century, it had no future. In 1825 the British government abolished its duty on salt. Scotland was invaded by cheaper English salt produced from springs and underground deposits. Within a decade or two, the Scottish salt pans closed down.18


In an economy needing a steady increase in its workforce, decline of an old industry was no disaster. On the contrary, it freed resources and men to pursue more profitable purposes for which Scotland was better endowed. One such purpose lay in the production of chemicals for the textile industry, especially its vital bleaching stage. This had originally been carried out using organic substances. Inventive Scots looked for something better.19


Among their qualifications to do so was their country’s tradition of medical training. It dated back to the days before the Union when young Scots had gone to qualify themselves at Dutch universities, then the most advanced in Europe for medicine. And this medical education could already be counted as a modern one in an important sense, containing as it did an element of chemistry. James Hutton was one student from Edinburgh who went to the University of Leiden to get his medical degree. Though better known as the father of the science of geology, he made the money to pursue that interest through his partnership in a works producing industrial alkali in the form of sal ammoniac, used as a flux in the refinement of metals.20
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To the Scots’ theoretical expertise was now joined a commercial incentive, to find finishing materials for textiles. So the west of Scotland, Glasgow in particular, offered a natural home to chemical manufacture. By the 1820s Port Dundas, on the Forth–Clyde canal just north of the city, housed half a dozen works producing sulphuric acid or vitriol. Bleaching with chlorine had also been developed, but both substances were dangerous to those working with them. It had come at once as an advance and as a relief when in 1799 Charles Tennant patented a dry bleaching powder (actually invented by his partner, Charles Macintosh). Out of its production grew the enormous St Rollox chemical works at Springburn, established by Tennant in 1798. Tennant’s father John had been a classmate and later companion in debauch of Robert Burns, who wrote a poetic epistle to him prophetically commending the young ‘wabster Charlie … I’m tauld he offers very fairly.’ The family would stay in charge of St Rollox for over a century.21


St Rollox turned science into money. In 1818 it led the way in adopting the Leblanc process, using sea-salt, for the manufacture of soda. A dozen years later it was by that process producing 10,000 tons of alkali a year. This incidentally sealed the doom of Highland kelp, up to that time the main – and expensive – alternative source of alkali. Now its various applications, in the making of soap, glass, paper, plaster and other products, also became much cheaper and more productive. Once St Rollox had grown into the biggest chemical works in the world, it advertised its status with Tennant’s Stalk or Stack, a chimney 455 feet and 6 inches tall. Built in 1841–42, the stack towered there till 1922 when lightning struck and it had to be demolished.22 The reason for the great height was to spread the terrible pollution from the factory downwind on Glasgow’s prevailing westerlies. The Royal Infirmary stood almost next door, which at least meant the workers did not have to go far for treatment of gruesome maladies induced by the chemicals. Here is a description of the works from 1847:




They are, necessarily, black and dirty, and as infernal in appearance as we can well imagine any earthly place to be. The heaps of sulphur, lime, coal and refuse; the intense heat of the scores of furnaces in which the processes are going on; the smoke and thick vapours which dim the air of most of the buildings; the swarthy and heated appearance of the men; the acrid fumes of sulphur and the various acids which worry the eyes, and tickle the nose and choke the throat; the danger which every bit of broad-cloth incurs of being bleached … form a series of notabilia not soon to be forgotten.23





The factory belched forth its fumes for the rest of the century and beyond, if at length controlled somewhat by national legislation against pollution. Over that time its technology grew outdated: in newer plants, the more efficient Solvay process replaced the Leblanc process. Yet in Glasgow the Tennants did not want to give up the range of by-products they were generating, which might continue to compensate for the lost lead in process. In 1890, forty-five businesses in the city, including St Rollox, combined into the United Alkali Company under the presidency of a Tennant. It engaged in fierce competition with its English rival, Brunner, Mond & Co, till in 1926 the two were among the companies that merged to form Imperial Chemical Industries. This corporation owned St Rollox up to the demolition of the whole complex in 1964. The site was built over, first with high-rise flats and today with a Tesco.24
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Yet, though at heavy cost, St Rollox had also brought benefits to mankind. Many were owed in particular to Tennant’s original partner Macintosh, son of a Highland tanner who had moved to Glasgow. Clannishness helped the younger Macintosh along, but he was a great chemical entrepreneur in his own right. In 1807 he had set up a factory at Hurlet near Paisley to process the local shales for alum, which could be used in a wide range of cosmetic, medicinal and industrial applications. He struck lucky, awakened a huge demand and before long owned the leading alum works in Britain.


Invention ran in Charles Macintosh’s genes. His father George had helped to devise the dyes that might be fixed in Scottish textiles. First he provided financial backing for the manufacture of cudbear, the odd name apparently borrowed from his partner Cuthbert Gordon. By the process they hit on, the maceration of marine lichen in ammonia, they produced a yellow dye. They set up a plant at Leith, which for some reason did not do well. Macintosh then found a new partner in Glasgow and moved the operation there, to a factory surrounded by high walls and employing only monoglot Gaels unable to betray to rivals the secrets of the processes being used. He next turned to one of the most popular colours of the age, Adrianople or Turkey red, bright in hue and concocted by a process involving among other substances soda, salt and sheep’s dung, all readily available in Scotland. This time Macintosh went into partnership with Dale of New Lanark and opened at Barrowfield the first works in Britain capable of producing the dye, known locally as Dale’s red. The only other dyestuff made in Scotland on any scale was the dark, almost black, Prussian blue, first produced in Edinburgh by the oxidation of iron and later one of the substances manufactured by Charles Macintosh. He also invented processes for calico printing and for bleaching with dry chloride of lime: he was a walking textile industry in himself.25


Signal as all these services to Scottish chemicals were, probably they would not in themselves have been enough to bring the younger Macintosh immortality. That he won in consequence of some dealings with the Glasgow Gas Company, run by bright young James Neilson, a self-made engineer. From the inaugural works at Townhead, right next to the cathedral, gas lighting was introduced in 1818 to the city, the first place in Scotland to enjoy it (Edinburgh followed the next year). To begin with the by-products from the works, tar and ammonia, went to waste. But Macintosh thought he could find uses for them and began to buy them in from Neilson. During experiments Macintosh discovered that coal-tar naphtha would dissolve India rubber. In that case thin sheets of rubber might be fashioned and introduced between layers of cloth so as to create the world’s original waterproof fabric. Macintosh patented it in 1823, though the process took time to perfect. His early trials had been with wool, which made the garments stiff, heavy and uncomfortable. And if it rained in hot weather – admittedly a rare combination in Scotland – the rubber tended to melt. Still, one by one the problems were solved so that a fabric both flexible and impermeable could be provided at low cost for the production of a wide range of everyday goods. By then the public had given the fabric its inventor’s name (modified to mackintosh). It is still made at Cumbernauld. Macintosh’s commercial career spanned six decades, and he died a wealthy man in 1843.26
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Meanwhile Macintosh’s old partner Charles Tennant had died in 1838, leaving nine children in whose hands his business at first languished. It was a grandson, also Charles, who brought about a revival after he became a director in 1850. He disposed of a wide range of commercial talents of his own, being a skilled negotiator and perhaps the first capitalist to grasp how large-scale modern business also demanded flair in public relations. The star of shareholders’ meetings, he found the knack of making them feel involved while never giving much away. He kept control, in other words. He made a legend of himself in Glasgow as the central figure in a circle of businessmen who trusted his judgment and wanted nothing more than to enter into joint ventures with him.27


The industries of Victorian Scotland engaged in unceasing search for fresh productive opportunities. One place they turned to in the 1870s was Spain, a nation that had earlier, and for three centuries, exploited the riches of the New World but so far proved incapable of joining the industrial revolution of the Old World. The province of Huelva, in south-western Spain, had been known since remote antiquity for its mineral deposits of copper, silver and gold; the Phoenicians called it Tarshish, the Greeks and Romans Tharsis. In 1862, Tennant founded the Tharsis Company in Scotland to take over the pyrite mines of Huelva from a previously failed French venture, a deal that came at a knockdown price. He wanted above all to obtain for St Rollox the sulphur that was a by-product of the extraction of copper from pyrites. The pyrites further contained tiny components of gold, which Tennant also set about recovering: the Cassel Gold Extraction Company, formed at his behest in 1884, acquired the rights to a process using cyanide and raising the level of gold won to 95 per cent. Once these other minerals had been taken out they left a residue of iron ore nicknamed blue billy; the generation of quantities of this prompted Tennant finally to establish the Steel Company of Scotland in 1872. Meanwhile in Spain the mining village of Rio Tinto was transformed so as to provide a home from home for Scots engineers who came out to run the operation. They could travel by the railway constructed from the port of Huelva, 30 miles away, then settle into a comfortable house that might have been lifted there from the banks of the lower Clyde. For their spiritual needs, they built a Presbyterian kirk. In their spare time, they played football, which the Spanish labourers learned from them and so introduced to their own country. Its first match took place on 18 March 1890, between Recreativo Huelva and a team from Seville manned by British expatriates constructing that city’s waterworks. Tharsis was altogether a pregnant venture.28


No less so was Nobel’s Explosives, a company set up in Scotland to exploit the patents of the Swede, Alfred Nobel, inventor of modern explosives, also an acute businessman who wished to move into the vast market of the British Empire. Tennant became his partner in Glasgow. He called on the services of another of the city’s plutocrats, Charles Randolph, a millionaire from his manufacture of the compound marine engine and from shipbuilding in the yard he founded at Fairfield, Govan. In semi-retirement, he was keeping himself busy with plans to improve the navigation of the Clyde, the disposal of Glasgow’s sewage, the network of oceanic shipping lines and other objects no less useful, now to include the introduction of dynamite to Britain.


Nobel had first tried to find partners in London but failed and so turned to Glasgow, by this time housing the world’s greatest concentration of chemical companies. The men running them understood instantly, as mercantile Londoners had not, the potential of dynamite. Negotiations for a partnership began and reached a successful conclusion in 1871. The deal reflected the novelty of the risks. A joint-stock company was to be formed of which, in return for transferring his rights, Nobel would hold half the capital. The other three directors were Glaswegians under the chairmanship of Randolph. They built a factory at Ardeer, between Stevenston and Irvine in Ayrshire, amid barren dunes to muffle any blast. This would achieve and sustain a position as the Empire’s biggest producer of explosives till well into the twentieth century.29
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The whole of the chemical saga, from salt to explosives, demonstrates what enormous potential had existed for diversification out of the textile and related industries – and demonstrates, what is more, that Scots fulfilled the potential. But this is scarcely even the half of the history of their industrial revolution. The new industries needed energy, of course, and supplied it from local coalfields. Iron ore was another natural resource that might be exploited in close connection with coal, both linked in turn with engineering. Here lay a second productive cluster that transformed Scotland into a manufacturer for the world.


Coal had been dug in Scotland since the Middle Ages. At the turn of the nineteenth century it still came from mines usually serving just their own localities, though the construction of canals had started to give them wider markets. Soon output rose to meet the growing industrial and domestic consumption. By the middle of the century there were about 350 collieries in Scotland, 250 of them in the west, mainly in Lanarkshire and Ayrshire, which had replaced the older coalfield of Fife as the main sources of coal. Altogether they produced 7 million tons in 1854 before a rapid expansion took the output to 39 million tons by 1914. In 1800 there had been probably no more than 8,000 miners in Scotland. By 1870 the workforce rose to more than 40,000 and by 1914 to 150,000.30


The performance was not the sequel to any astounding progress in technology. For much of the Victorian era Scots miners still worked as their forefathers had done, hacking by hand at the coalface in conditions never less than tough and often dangerous. The mining boom worsened these conditions: here the human degradation of the industrial revolution reached its nadir. A Royal Commission mounted an inquiry in 1840. Its report led to an Act of Parliament banning employment underground of women and girls, and of boys below the age of ten; up to the age of thirteen, these must no longer work more than twelve hours a day.31 The average age of a miner at death was 34, compared to 50 for hands in factories, so to fulfil their productive potential children had had to start work as early as possible, sometimes at five or six years of age. At least that now ended but regulations on safety, even then rather feeble ones, did not come into force till 1861. Life for the men in many mines would not be greatly changed before 1914.


The mining villages, lying in the shadow of the bings and the winding gear, remained frightful too. The families lived in sordid miners’ rows, in houses without comfort or sanitation. They had little choice: they could afford nothing better and alternative landlords feared their reputation for drunkenness and violence. Another Royal Commission heard in 1892 of the rows built by William Dixon & Co at Auchenraith near Blantyre, which had a population of 492 people. They consisted of 42 single-roomed and 41 double-roomed houses with no wash-houses or coal-cellars (coals were kept under the bed). An open sewer ran behind, with privies where the users had to squat. There were two drinking fountains.32 No wonder the wretches confined in such places seemed to others almost savages. But out of segregation on the surface and shared danger underground there developed a strong communal life, together with a sturdy trade unionism. Here the first national leadership of Scottish labour appeared, with Alexander MacDonald in the 1860s and Keir Hardie in the 1890s.


At first all the industries of Scotland made prodigal use of the cheap coal under their feet. But as time went on, and capitalism passed through its alarming cycles, the manufacturers economised. That put mining companies under pressure too, especially in the west of Scotland. Industrial relations here were anyway appalling. Coal-masters almost ran their pits in a spirit of antagonism to the workers. It was not even as if they pushed to introduce new technology, often the cause of conflict in other sectors. On the contrary, they made little use of machinery that might have eased the men’s toil. Needing a workforce with no more than basic skills, they seldom bothered about apprenticeships or ladders of promotion. Their obsession was with costs. Frequent strikes, in nearly all of which the miners came off the worse, offered the chance for the pits to take on cheap Irish immigrants and displace the prickly Scots. Robert Brown, factor to the Duke of Hamilton, stated at a public inquiry: ‘When the masters find that their men are attempting to impose unreasonable terms upon them they are compelled to introduce new men at their pits. These are generally Irish labourers, who in a few weeks learn to hew coals, and in time become tolerably expert colliers.’ The country’s biggest mining enterprise was Bairds of Gartsherrie, which owned many pits in the district of Monklands round Airdrie and Coatbridge. They reported to the same inquiry: ‘We brought in Irish labourers, who had been working the pits as roadsmen. In three weeks we had the output of coal increased. We were obliged to protect them day and night’33 – that is to say, from violence at the hands of the Scots whose jobs they had taken. By the time of a similar report in 1848 more than two-thirds of miners in Lanarkshire were estimated to be Irish, their number increasing with every successive strike.34


In the mining districts of the east of Scotland, not quite such a closed world, conditions eased somewhat.35 Without the same concentration of heavy industry round them, the coal-masters here had more incentive to export, more opportunity to spread risks and more chance to maintain the stability needed for investment. The Fife Coal Company, founded in 1872 by a group of entrepreneurs from the county itself, from Leith and from Dundee, was floated in a period of buoyant prices amid the industrial boom caused by the Franco-Prussian War, and continued to thrive on its sales to Europe and the United States. In the same county Randolph Wemyss integrated his mining operations with a light railway to Methil and the specialist port he built there. On the other side of the Firth of Forth, James Hood, head of the Lothian Coal Company, pioneered mechanisation with the use of coal-cutting and coal-washing equipment. The colliery at Newtongrange, today the Scottish Mining Museum, was a beacon of technological progress to the rest.


By the end of the First World War, the proportion of coal cut mechanically was nearly half the output in Scotland, compared with less than a fifth in England. But that could not save the Scottish industry from the problems of a new era, from yet more capricious economic cycles and the loss of foreign markets. Scots coal-masters had already exhausted the most profitable of their seams. Still trying to cut costs, usually in vain, they could probably not have halted their industry’s decline anyway. Even belated mechanisation did not improve its overall productivity, and the decline went on.36
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The biggest user of coal was the metal industry. It had grown even more dramatically than mining did, and in the output of ever more versatile products. Modern manufacture of iron in Scotland started with the Carron Company, founded in 1759 on the River Carron near Falkirk. It made among other things the carronade, a gun of deadly effect at short range, as Admiral Horatio Nelson succeeded in showing at the Battle of Trafalgar (1805). The company continued to thrive and remained independent till 1982.37


But in the early nineteenth century Carron suffered eclipse from rivals working the blackband ironstone of Lanarkshire. They produced vast quantities of cheap pig iron, so named from the shape of the containers into which the molten metal was run to cool. The Bairds of Gartsherrie stood as the titans among these ironmasters. Gartsherrie was their original farm near Coatbridge: they launched a vertiginous ascent out of the old steading through exploitation of the ore they happened to find under their fields. At their height they became probably the world’s greatest producers of pig.38


In 1828 Alexander Baird leased rights to mine ironstone at Gartsherrie and began to build blast furnaces there. He at once applied the hot blast technique just invented by James Neilson, the resourceful manager of Glasgow’s gasworks. It involved blowing preheated air into the furnace, so greatly reducing the amount of fuel consumed in production. Baird himself further refined the process, and succeeded in raising his output from 60 to 250 tons of iron a week. When he retired in 1842, four of his sons formed a partnership, named after William Baird but actually run by James Baird. It expanded further to build ironworks and acquire coalfields all over the west of Scotland. By 1870, it produced a quarter of Scotland’s pig, around 300,000 tons a year, from a workforce of 10,000 men and boys. And in that year it made a profit of £3 million. Thomas Tancred, compiling an official report on conditions in the mining districts, described the Monklands in graphic terms:




The groups of blast furnaces on all sides might be imagined to be blazing volcanoes at most of which smelting is continued Sunday and weekdays, by day and night without intermission. By day a perpetual steam arises form the whole length of the canal where it receives waste water from the blast engines on both sides of it and railroads traversed by long trains of wagons drawn by locomotive engines intersect the country in all directions.39





In Scotland production of all types of iron reached its highest level at 2.5 million tons by 1857 but then fell steadily as the blackband ore became exhausted. Production of pig by itself did not follow the same pattern because it could use imported ore. Output rose from 800,000 tons in 1854 to peak at 1.2 million tons in 1869; after severe contraction in the 1880s it was at about the same level in 1914.


Those figures at any rate show how pig remained a big item in Scotland’s industrial output. Cheap as it was, it yet earned profits to a level that might limit the ironmasters’ interest in more advanced products. So Scotland had less incentive than other countries to keep itself at the technological cutting edge. Modern steel, using the Bessemer process, became available elsewhere from the 1850s. At this period the Scots ironmasters, so far from integrating forwards into steel, were integrating backwards into coal, with the Bairds becoming the employers of two out of three Scots miners. If other local industrialists needed some special iron product of their own, they were well advised to make it themselves: just what the shipbuilding cousins Napier did, in the East End of Glasgow, at Robert Napier’s Parkhead forge and, in the West End of Glasgow, at David Napier’s Lancefield forge.40
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