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The past’s an experience that we cannot share.


Flat-capped Glaswegians and the Music Hall.


Apples and oranges on an open stall.


A day in the country. And the sparkling Clyde


splashing its local sewage at the wall.


This April day shakes memories in a shade


Opening and shutting like a parasol.


There is no site for the unshifting dead.


You’re buried elsewhere though your flickering soul


is a constant tenant of my tenement.


‘You Lived In Glasgow’


Iain Crichton Smith (1928–98)








Preface


The luxurious touch of the velvet collar of her new green coat suited the novelty of her situation. She had left Stornoway at midnight on the Loch Seaforth – the biggest ferry of David MacBrayne’s fleet, it dwarfed anything she had ever seen dock in Tarbert. Away from home for the first time in her thirteen years, she had then arrived in Mallaig, with trepidation and excitement equal to that of any explorer, to be met with the sight of a train – the first she’d ever seen (except for those that appeared out of focus and accompanied by the whirr of a turning film reel courtesy of the touring film van at the village hall). To Edinburgh!


A group of Hebridean children, on the invitation of Uist man and Moderator of the Church of Scotland, the Right Reverend Alexander Macdonald, were making the long trip to the country’s capital for the General Assembly of 1948. Siblings and classmates back home were jealous. They had learned much of Scotland’s cities during the war and a trip without parents made the prospect of city streets and tramcars all the more enticing. And the weather that May was good. Edinburgh looked its best in the spring sunshine and windows, recently dressed in the widow’s weeds of blackout curtains, blinked in the bright light of peace. For the children, it merely served to make the Moderator’s request that they each bring a peat from home all the more perplexing. Indeed, Joey felt it was an incongruous parcel to be carrying to the metropolis and quite out of keeping with the newness of her coat.


Years on, she would remember little of the stern debates in the Assembly but would smile at recollections of the pranks her student chaperones had got up to. She would remember the kindness of the McPherson family who had shared their home and rations with her and her classmate Bella and recollect the sight of penguins in the zoo with the delight of her first visit undiminished.


And yet, had she concentrated on the speeches that May, she would have had a glimpse of a future that would soon challenge the values at the heart of her Hebridean childhood and ideas that would anticipate some of the major themes of life in post-war Scotland. On 19 May the Assembly accepted an overture from the Presbytery of Lochaber to set up a Commission to inquire into the disinclination of Gaelic-speaking ministers to serve in the Gàidhealtachd – twenty-nine charges were vacant, awaiting the arrival of a Gaelic minister, and in none of the four theological colleges was a Gaelic-speaking student proceeding for licence that year. Meanwhile, that same day Mrs Coutts of St Fillans, the convener of the Women’s Home Mission Committee, pressed the case for female ministers in the kirk, though she eschewed chaining herself to the Moderator’s gallery to make her point. Some two days later, the Assembly would pass a resolution that communism constituted a menace to liberty and the Christian faith and yet, on 24 May, the Assembly embraced another ‘ism’ – nationalism – when it recognised the necessity for a greater measure of devolution by Parliament of legislative and administrative power in Scottish affairs. But who was listening? As the applause of the assembled churchmen faded and George MacLeod rose to his feet on 25 May, this latter-day follower of Columba warned of ‘a first-class crisis of the nature and content of mission to-day’.


For the girl who first saw an elephant in the week she first travelled by train, Scotland in 1948 was a country of promise and anticipation, of wonderment and surprise. Yet it was a Scotland she had encountered safe within the embrace of familiar values and the stern discipline of a church that was about to embark on a period of dramatic decline.


The story of this girl, my mother, and one week in an erstwhile uneventful island childhood offer insights into the contradictions at the heart of most twentieth-century Scottish lives – comedic moments and soaring drama; technology meeting tradition; unpredictability kissing convention. The smell and taste of lives lived and the unexpected leaps when events create a before and after offer a very human authenticity to any attempt at history but such snapshots are not equal to telling the nation’s story.


In what follows, I have rejected a chronological narrative – a straightforward biography of Scotland – as the most appropriate approach for this stateless nation in the twentieth century. Neither the reigns of successive British monarchs nor the terms of office of each prime minister; neither war nor interludes of peace; not even the unrelenting predictability of the Kirk’s annual gathering offered patterns quite equal to the task of plotting and measuring this country’s most recent rites of passage.


Instead, by theming the century and breaking it into economic, social, political and cultural fragments, I have sought to make my interventions in this history more transparent and, in doing so, present competing voices of Scotland’s past in order to avoid the convention of privileging one voice in the search for a storyline.


By unpicking the narrative of history, much is to be gained. The past emerges as a place resistant to order and closer to the messy nature of life as it was lived and we become more alive to multiple ways of understanding the country. But other insights are lost. The pretence of the ‘big picture’ is seen for what it is – the chronicler’s trick – and we are denied the reassuring balm of uncontested knowledge. We must leave the girl in the green coat to walk on Edinburgh cobbles in her memory in old age and deny her the right to walk these pages. That is the gamble. And, yet, it is tempered by the wish that she may yet find traces of May mornings in these pages and perhaps come to understand them in new ways.


Catriona M. M. Macdonald





Introduction: ‘Whaur Extremes Meet’




LA CORBIE: Country: Scotland. What like is it?


It’s a peatbog, it’s a daurk forest.


It’s a cauldron o’ lye, a saltpan or a coalmine.


If you’re gey lucky it’s a bricht bere meadow or a park o’ kye.


Or mibbe . . . it’s a field o’ stanes.


It’s a tenement or a merchants’ ha’.


It’s a hure hoose or a humble cot.


Princes Street or Paddy’s Merkit.


It’s a fistfu’ o’ fish or a pickle o’ oatmeal.


It’s a queen’s banquet o’ roast meats and junkets.


It depends . . . Ah dinna ken whit like your Scotland is. Here’s mines.


National flower: the thistle.


National pastime: nostalgia.


National weather: smirr, haar, drizzle, snow.


National bird: the crow, the corbie, le corbeau, moi!


Mary Queen of Scots Got her Head Chopped Off (1987)


Liz Lochhead (1947–)





Scotland’s landscape is the place where the nation is most powerfully itself; here it is most marked by the passage of time but, then again, most resistant to the changes wrought by modernity. Through it, identity emerges only to be unravelled by the contradictions of different localities; and it is here that Scots are made and make their country. Place and the past have combined to shape the landscape of Scotland and, in the twentieth century – perhaps more than at any time – it offered access to a time when Scotland appeared more sure of what it was and what it could become. History seemed to mark each gradient on its map and tradition set its borders – the very place appeared to exist as an expression of its past.


The writings of travellers in this landscape affirmed its debt to history. In 1880, William Fyfe left his native Dundee for a tour of the Highlands, passing through Stirling en route:




A fine view as we enter Stirling is obtained of the town and castle. We are now on classic, as well as historic ground, for [Walter] Scott has with his enchanter’s wand peopled this district with the heroes of bygone centuries.1





A decade later, the American writer and drama critic, William Winter (1836–1917), visited Edinburgh and took in the view from Calton Hill.




A thousand years of history are here crystallised within the circuit of a single glance, and while you gaze upon one of the grandest emblems that the world contains of a storied and romantic past, you behold likewise a living and resplendent pageant of the beauty of today. Nowhere else are the Past and the Present so lovingly blended.2





Similarly, in Fife, in 1910, an imaginary tourist – conjured into being in the interests of railway tourism – would write home, saying, ‘As you will see we are now in Dunfermline, the home of kings – ancient and iron – Malcolm Canmore and Andrew Carnegie.’3


In the Highlands this impulse was probably at its most profound. In 1931, writer and photographer Alasdair Alpin MacGregor (1899–1970) published Wild Drumalbain and cautioned his readers that they:




must never lose sense of the reality that we are wayfarers in a glorious country, and are treading along the tracks known so well to the warriors of old, when in the days of wrath and oppression and vengeance they sped with the sure-footed fleetness of the fallow doe, bearing erect the Fiery Cross to apprise their kinsfolk of imminent danger, and to summon their clansmen to arms.4





This blend of nature and antiquity proved a valuable commodity in the twentieth century and inspired luxurious prose even in the most mundane publications. In the interwar years, MacBrayne’s description of their one-day steamer excursion to Iona illustrates what happened when poetry was twinned with profit:




Iona, the holiest place in Scotland, lies within half an hour’s sail from Staffa. Here the spirit of Columba still hovers over those grey stones, and those sands like mountain drift stir memories of the ruthless Viking massacre of martyred monks when their silvery sheen was stained with blood. It is a hallowed island of dreams, an oasis in the desert of ocean whose myriad voices seem stilled in this sacred endroit. The wild spirits’ wrathful storm throughout the centuries have left Iona its tranquillity, and the tourist will find that his visit evokes an expression of the upward longing of the human heart.5





And all for 27s 6d, including breakfast, dinner and a plain tea.


Yet some places were resistant to both poetic and commercial imperatives – at least for a while. Through long railway tunnels, William Fyfe entered Glasgow as if ‘through the bowels of the earth’ and, in the 1930s, for Elgin’s John Gray, two hours spent in Glasgow – an interruption in a Highland sojourn – ‘were too much’.6 In 1894, Bonnie Scotland: A Handbook for Visitors recommended that ‘[f]rom the purely pictorial point of view, there are only two things worth the attention of the visitor in Glasgow – the old Cathedral and the new University’.7 The only hope for the city seemed to be in reliving its past. In 1907 the historian and travel writer, George Eyre-Todd (1862–1937), in a piece entitled ‘St Mungo’s City’, suggested that Glasgow in the twentieth century would only emerge from the vulgar commercialism of the age if it ‘came into touch again with its character during the Middle Ages as the great lamp of spiritual and scholarly light in western Britain’.8 And yet, at the time he wrote these words, less than half of Glasgow’s five-year-olds attended school, a great many children entered work at the age of twelve and the provision of free secondary education was extremely limited.9


In many areas across Scotland and in the borderlands, the present was only scornfully recognised by visitors when it encroached on the remnants of the past. William Winter – this time in Berwick-upon-Tweed – reflected in 1890 that ‘[t]he present indeed, has marred the past in this old town, dissipating the element of romance and putting no adequate substitute in its place’.10 Meanwhile, by the 1930s, Culloden – scene of Jacobitism’s ultimate demise – supported ‘two tea-houses and a filling station’ and ‘rude advertisements for oil and petrol shriek[ed] their vulgarity to the sky’.11 At its best, the present was a pale reflection of a nobler bygone age, at its worst an unwelcome intrusion.


Present and past collided in Scotland’s landscape and served to ground the ‘now’ in contradiction and paradox. Scotland was either becoming or it had already been; it was either to be remade or preserved; it was both memory and myth; the vision of visitors and the creation of native sensitivities. Scots typically did not dwell on such dilemmas on a daily basis but their culture and national aspirations had to make their way in this landscape.


SCOTLAND – ‘NAE HAUF-WAY HOOSE’




I’ll ha’e nae hauf-way hoose, but aye be whaur


Extremes meet – it’s the only way I ken


To dodge the curst conceit o’ bein richt


That damns the vast majority o’ men.


A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle (1926)


Hugh MacDiarmid (1892–1978)





Scotland has always occupied a contradictory temporal and material place in the modern world – it is a place of extremes more resistant to the typical conceits of history than most. In order to make sense of this state, perhaps more so than at any other time, Scotland in the twentieth century was styled in opposition to that which it was not – England – that which it had been – independent– and that which it could have been had only earlier Scots possessed the imagination to seize the future. Yet the creation of contemporaneous, historic and futuristic ‘others’ against which Scotland could be defined too often took place in the realm of caricature and, as a result, engendered prejudices in the present, myths of the past and alternating unrealistic hopes and fears regarding what lay ahead. It is the historian’s job to try to avoid these pitfalls.


Time has yet to grant the historian of the twentieth century the valuable perspectives that come with posterity – we have not yet reached ‘the end of history’ or, arguably, the twentieth century. The spirit of the new age is yet to assert itself and the old is still to relinquish its call on our sympathies. Nevertheless, it is reasonable to assume that, in the processes that shaped the last century – whether or not they have reached their conclusions – something of Scotland’s history will be revealed.


Four principal themes emerged in the writing of this book as being salient to any understanding of Scotland in the twentieth century: change and continuity; identity; the Union relationship; and globalisation. As one might expect, none of these is freestanding and nor did they influence all aspects of life in Scotland to the same extent or in the same way. Together, however, they encouraged extremes: they allowed the contemporary imagination to soar, while calling it back to tradition; they encouraged homogeneity, while privileging difference; they determined the challenges which Scotland faced and the parameters within which Scotland could respond; and they recast the world in which Scotland sought its place.



Change and Continuity


One would be surprised if little had changed in the course of a hundred years so the novelty in a study such as this is often to be found in the survival of that which remained pretty much the same. The historian’s choice is not great – the economy was transformed, society reinvented the family, politicians sought and secured a new legislative environment and culture deliberately distanced itself from the literature of the century’s opening decades.


We have to look more closely. When we do, change often appears more apparent than real – traditions tended to absorb ‘the new’ rather than abandon their place entirely and custom accommodated novelty rather than stepping aside. For the most part, Scotland was reluctant to abandon ‘old ways’ simply to follow the whims of fashion. We see this in the economy, in the perpetuation of heavy industry’s dominance in the manufacturing sector; we see it in politics, in the nation’s ‘traditional’ Labour vote; and we see it in culture’s debts to Scotland’s past artistic achievements. For all its cherished radicalism, Scotland could be a conservative country.


Identity – A Fragmented Thing


Scottish identity exemplified these dynamics of change and continuity but was further complicated by its very nature: identity posed as a unifying force when, in reality, it was fragmentary; it posited characteristics peculiar to Scots but, for most Scots, their sense of belonging was an intensely personal ‘thing’ which hardly lent itself to explanation, far less generalisation.


At the end of the century, political scientists and sociologists went some way to confirming traditional assumptions regarding Scottish identity by suggesting that Scots tended to prioritise national welfare in their attitude to the state – ‘the commonweal’. Others confirmed the rhetoric of Liberal and Labour platforms through the years by identifying a radical trait in the national psyche and still others focused on traditions of Scottish democracy and civic participation. But ‘being Scottish’ was only partly understood in these terms. Even Scottish culture offered little relief from such confusion – respected commentators referred to it as ‘distorted’ (Tom Nairn, 1932–), while others saw futility in any search for a singular Scottish identity or a national culture worthy of the name (David McCrone). Such homogeneity, it was claimed, simply did not exist.


The evasive nature of identity and a tendency (among intellectuals at least) to be overcritical of Scotland’s cultural products, nevertheless, failed to make Scottishness less meaningful. Belonging was powerful even though at times faintly ridiculous. Take author and journalist Iain Hamilton’s (1920–1986) early love affair with Scotland:




I enjoyed the curious pain which the landscape aroused in me, a quickening, enlivening discontent with the present time, place, and order of things.


A romantic idea of Scotland began once again to obsess me, as it had obsessed me long before in infancy, and gradually I fell in love with it just as I might then fall in love with a girl, vaguely and to no purposeful end, treasuring the emotion for its own sake and keeping it to myself like a secret.12





We might not understand it but we know what he means – this is the way with many expressions of Scottishness that eschewed academic realism for emotive honesty in the twentieth century. Only ‘conceit’ – to use MacDiarmid’s phrase – would lead us to question their authenticity, although we must beware of making too much of them.


The Union – Neighbours, Partners, Rivals


The apparent logic of topography and the legacy of Unions, monarchical (1603) and parliamentary (1707), premised and continues to inform the writing of Scotland’s history as at once part of and distinct from that of the United Kingdom. No understanding of Scotland’s twentieth century is possible without an appreciation of the Union relationship and an understanding that neighbours who were constitutional partners could also be rivals. Sketching the differences between the countries is relatively straightforward – the following pages highlight such contrasts across the economy, society, politics and culture – but appreciating how difference was accommodated is a different matter.


Again change and continuity mark this relationship. Scotland, until the interwar years, was relatively content with her place in the Union settlement – in the nineteenth century, Scots had benefited from Britain’s imperial mission and, at Westminster, were partners in a democracy that proved remarkably stable during war and responsive to social change in peacetime. The nationalism which animated the smaller nations of Europe in the early decades of the century found only faint echoes in Scotland. By the end of the century, however, the Empire had all but gone and, between 1979 and 1997, Westminster was dominated by a party that repeatedly failed to secure a Scottish mandate. The welfare state and nationalised industries that had sustained Scottish unionism, as imperial promises receded, also suffered in these years. Is it any wonder that Scotland began to re-assess her constitutional marriage?


The solution to the Union’s midlife crisis was, given a new global environment, less predictable than the series of events that had made Scotland question her place in it. In the 1990s, the nation state was increasingly being seen as ‘too small for the big problems of contemporary social life and too big for the small problems’.13 The creation of a separate Scottish legislature may have seemed the obvious answer (it was more obvious to those who were out of office at the time, than those who held power). But global change – the pre-eminence of international bodies in foreign policy, the worldwide reach of corporate giants and changing modes of communication – seemed to point to the obsolescence of the nation state, just as Scotland was claiming its own.


Devolution, therefore, failed to resolve Scotland’s place in the world and created an asymmetry in the Union relationship, which, till then, had operated relatively smoothly partly as a result of a commitment to – or, at least, the appearance of – equality of treatment across the member nations.14 Globalisation had consolidated the Union (in the form of imperialism) but, at the end of the twentieth century, seemed to be un-making it.15 Nation-state status was an understandable goal for a country that felt deeply excluded and misrepresented – even more so when history seemed to ground such desires in legitimate claims to autonomy.16 But one got the feeling that Scotland had secured this prize just at the time it was losing its ultimate value.


Globalisation


For generations of Scotsmen, war and military service mediated their engagement with the world beyond the country’s borders. Foreign travel in peacetime was familiar only to those who could afford both the luxuries of time and expense or for those who never intended to return home. In this, the early twentieth century was to be no different. Yet, in the era of ‘total warfare’, neither geography nor gender, neither age nor conscience would limit the reach of the war machine. Industry, agriculture and leisure were mobilised alongside the regiments that had led the imperial campaigns of the past. And, though they appear on no memorials, among the casualties of war were family firms, rural ways of living and a certain innocence that had honoured loyalty in ways that, to later generations, seemed at best naive and at worst foolhardy. For many twentieth-century Scots, war – whether the World Wars of 1914–18 and 1939–45 or the neglected campaigns in Korea (1950–1953), Suez (1956) or Northern Ireland (1968–98) – divided their lives into a ‘before’ and ‘after’, establishing a fault line which, while shared with many other citizens worldwide, was intensely personal.


War drew Scotland into the world but how the nation came to understand the experience remained distinctive. When the guns stopped firing or the mushroom cloud dissipated, the peace was still to be won. This Scots typically achieved in civilian garb, owing much to traditions which even the collapse of empires and the Cold War failed to destroy. Nevertheless, the later twentieth century was to find Scots fighting a different war – ostensibly a war of words.


Throughout the late twentieth century, global media were widely criticised as a force making for the ‘Westernisation’ or ‘Americanisation’ of contrasting national cultures. But the homogenisation towards which globalisation tended was ‘never absolutely complete, and it [did] not work for completeness’.17 Rather, globalisation is best understood as a framework through which differences were articulated, reproduced and absorbed – as an agency conducive to variety and diversity and, in many respects, resistant to hegemony.18 Global culture was not ‘given’ but, as Tony Spybey makes clear, it was ‘developed precisely by means of its continual reproduction in local scenarios, and in the process it [was] transformed’.19 As a result, rather than disabling minority nations, cultures and voices, globalisation in the late twentieth century made marginality a ‘powerful space’.20


What distinguished this global phenomenon from the internationalism of world markets and alliances encouraged by the imperialism of an earlier age were less the channels through which it operated than its autonomy – it was detached from nation-state control. New interests – environmentalism and gender, for example – evolved and they owed little to nation-state orthodoxies or, indeed, to established territorial patterns. But interests and ethnic groups whose claims for self-determination could be expressed territorially were especially empowered by the particularising tendencies of globalisation – Scotland is a case in point.21 Nation states were weakened but nationality and nationalism . . .? Now that’s a different thing.22


Just as British imperialism had thrived on the perpetuation of a distinct sense of Scottishness within the UK and beyond, so globalisation encouraged a sense of Scottish nationality that sought articulation in international forums (for example, the European Community) and through supra-national media (such as film) within the context of a global economy.23 Scotland has always existed within a global nexus in which her partnership with her southern neighbour has been qualified by independent – and sometimes more significant – relationships with other nations. In this regard, globalisation reveals little new. Yet, in stressing that Scotland is as much made by as revealed in its engagement with the world, globalisation highlighted the importance of external influences on Scotland’s twentieth century.


The memories inherent in Scotland’s landscape were as important at the century’s close as at its dawn – global landscapes have no popular memory and beyond recognition elicit few feelings of belonging.24 But global media made it more possible for Scots to be a nation and to feel part of that nation. The interface between the individual and the nation became more complex in the twentieth century – by the 1990s, Scots could readily come closer to moments and experiences which marked the nation’s history without being physically present at ‘great events’. National newspapers, sound recordings, ‘talking’ films, television and latterly the World Wide Web successively widened the individual’s ‘experience’ of nationhood. But they did so without demanding much personal effort in return and privileged selective views of the nation in action. Whether Scotland was more or less ‘Scottish’ by the end of the century is open to debate. What is clear is that, by its close, one came to know Scotland in different ways – this history is but one of them.





PART ONE


In the Shadow of the Crane – Scotland’s Economy







Prologue


Many Palaces




Five miles of them – the loveliest exhibition the world has ever known – a city where colour and artistic form delight the eye at every turn. The majestic highways are surfaced with red asphalt and chips of white Skye granite and pink mica-veined Banffshire granite, so that they look like avenues gay with the dawn.


Pastel shades of cream and rose, steel greys and steel blues, warm creams and light reds, plum, yellow and emerald – all the colours of the rainbow light up the façades of the palaces across the breadth of these 170 acres, which, not many months ago, formed a recreation ground and golf course.


‘Souvenir Guide’ (Empire Exhibition, 1938)





Glasgow’s Empire Exhibition grew out of the creative collision of three worlds: the past – rose-tinted by the faded memories of passing years; the present – known, familiar and haunted by the recent experience of economic and social tragedy; and the future – hidden, alien and falling between optimism and the fear of history repeating itself, came together in the make-believe palaces of 1938. The armistice concluding the Great War was approaching its twentieth anniversary when Bellahouston Park hosted this celebration of Scotland’s role in Britain’s age of Empire and the premier, who would only too soon declare a second war to end wars, blessed Scotland’s faith in its future. Neville Chamberlain, an Honorary President of the Exhibition, noted:




Scotland has in the past made a notable contribution to Imperial development. In her present effort I see an earnest resolve to add to that contribution. I see in it also, and I hope our visitors will see, a sign of her own vigour, and her resolve to keep, in the twentieth century, the notable place in world affairs which she won for herself in the years which went before.1





The Exhibition looked both backwards and forwards – a recreated Highland clachan shared the site with a Palace of Engineering and decorating the Scottish Pavilions were statues of Wallace, Burns, Scott, Carlyle, Livingstone and Watt.2 Automobiles and aeroplanes, telephones and radios, dams and bridges pointed to a revolution in global transport and communications but the UK Pavilion gave pride of place to industries born in the age of Victoria – working models of mines and blast furnaces and the fully-equipped bridge of a liner proved its centrepiece attractions.


This was, nevertheless, a distinctively Scottish celebration. The advertisements dominating the ‘Official Guide to the Exhibition’ offer an insight into the economic geographies of early twentieth-century Scotland. The three Dundee jute and tarpaulin manufacturers, Low and Bonar Ltd, J. T. Inglis & Sons Ltd and Baxter Brothers, frugally shared a single page to publicise their goods. Harris tweed manufacturers protected their products and reputation by explaining the ‘orb’ mark to customers. The Outram Press (Glasgow) and D. C. Thomson & Co. Ltd (Dundee) represented Scotland’s regional press barons. And the presence of the Carron Iron Company (Falkirk) and William Baird & Co. Ltd (Coatbridge) suggested that the advance guard of Scotland’s industrial revolution were still very much part of the contemporary scene.


A year thence, however, Bellahouston’s palaces appeared little more than the naive imaginings of a country that should have known better. The relative prosperity of 1938 had, after all, been a by-product of military expenditure in a country preparing for war. The optimism the Exhibition engendered was stillborn. The power of the past and the regional economies of Scotland survived the war years to influence the future of the nation after 1945. With the end of Empire, however, it would be some time before Scotland would allow herself to dream again.





ONE   Scotland in Context – Coincidence and Contrasts


The progress of the Scottish economy in the twentieth century shared many of the characteristics of other western nations, particularly her southern neighbours – with two world wars, the emergence of a global economy and the rise of the multinational corporation, one would be surprised had it been otherwise. At various times during the twentieth century, this caused many commentators to doubt the notion of a Scottish economy as a ‘useful unit of analysis’ and to identify Scotland’s economic problems in the post-1945 period in particular as, in reality, ‘more extreme manifestations of British problems’ rather than substantially different dilemmas.1


However, in 1954, Scotland’s foremost economic chronicler, A. K. Cairncross (1911–98), whilst acknowledging that the English–Scottish border was ‘but a line between two segments of a single economy’, identified significant and persistent features of autonomy within the northern infrastructure. He noted that ‘there is a sufficient degree of segregation from the rest of the economy, and a sufficient diversity within Scotland, to allow one to speak of a Scottish economy, functioning as a unit and with an independent momentum’.2 It was a position that was re-affirmed by government (or, at least, the Scottish Office) and was supported by both capital and labour (at least in the north). But it was not to last (at least not in the same form).


The Scottish experience was one marked by internal regional peculiarities. One might even suggest that ‘Scotland was not one specialised region but a complex web of specialised regional and local economies’.3 Towns and counties were easily identified at the turn of the century by their ‘trademark’ manufactures: Dundee – jute; Kirkcaldy – linoleum; Falkirk – iron; Aberdeen – fish – and so on. Throughout the century, however, the industrial and increasingly urban Central Belt dominated industrial production and employment in financial and legal services and, when male employment reached its peak of almost 1,600,000 following the First World War, it was the Central Belt that absorbed most of this active labour.4 Yet, the southern, northern and island regions are misrepresented as an agricultural ‘fringe’ to this industrial core. For most of the century, Aberdeen boasted engineering works, paper manufactures and woollen textile enterprises as well as fishing, and Scotland’s distilleries – a great many of them located in peripheral rural areas – numbered 150 and employed thousands at the turn of the twentieth century. Foyers was producing aluminium from as early as 1896 and iron ore and barites (barium sulphate) were mined in Raasay (an island just off Skye) and the isle of Arran respectively. At times the regions also contributed significantly to prestige projects typically associated with the west and the Central Belt. In the 1930s, for example, the A1 Electric Welding Appliances Company of the Rose Street Foundry in Inverness gained the contract to weld the flanges on the main steam pipes of the liner, the Queen Mary, and would claim, in the 1950s, that 80 per cent of all British wheels were spoke-welded by machines produced at its Highland works.5 While some of these industries ultimately failed to stand the test of time, in general, the dogged persistence of regional specialisation and the clustering of ancillary industries that facilitated this were salient features of Scottish distinctiveness up until the 1970s at least.6 The subsequent timing and nature of declining national economic autonomy were ultimately a consequence of decline at this local level.7


Nevertheless, it is, perhaps, in the analysis of Scotland’s economic performance relative to that of England that the country’s peculiar progress within the Union is most readily made apparent. Partners or rivals or simply neighbours? At various times and for various reasons, Scotland both benefited from and suffered as a result of her southern partnership and was alternately inspired and discouraged by a friendly rivalry with English business. Generally, however, the imperatives of geography and the historical legacy of two centuries of shared economic transformation encouraged a neighbourly accommodation or, at least, mutual sufferance throughout the twentieth century.


COINCIDENCE


Indeed, in two principal aspects, the Scottish economy mirrored general trends in the rest of Britain in the twentieth century– in the chronology of boom and recession which patterned the years following 1918 and in the changing proportional share of industrial sectors, the Scottish experience was similar to the UK ‘norm’.


Scotland entered the twentieth century as a mature industrial economy, matching if not exceeding English performance according to a variety of economic and industrial indicators. Thereafter, like her Union partners, Scotland experienced increased foreign competition in the years before 1914 and shared the dislocation of the Great War. Flush with victory, she approached the post-war environment with the confidence of a veteran, only to become a casualty of a new economic conflict of global proportions.


The slump that was experienced by English industry after 1922, following an initial short-lived post-war boom, was mirrored in Scotland, as, of course, was the devastating impact of the worldwide depression which followed the Wall Street Crash of 1929. In 1931, Sir Eric Geddes (1875–1937), himself an Indian-born son of Scottish parents and Chairman of the Dunlop Rubber Company, was far from optimistic: ‘Whenever men meet today in this country, there is a consciousness that we are suffering from an industrial malaise – our depression has been longer, and seems more deep-seated and permanent, than the depression in other countries.’8 Scotland, like elsewhere, suffered terribly through the late twenties and early thirties but thereafter benefited from the demand which rearmament injected into the economy and enthusiastically met the demands of wartime production. Nevertheless, once again, despite the hopes of Scots who greeted victory in 1945, the post-war world was not to herald a new economic dawn.


Evidence of Scotland’s economic performance vis-à-vis her southern neighbour is more readily available for the second half of the twentieth century and, though the issue is by no means resolved, most would agree with a recent commentator that ‘the economic record of Scotland in the twentieth century, while rather undistinguished, is neither different from nor worse than most other regions of the United Kingdom’.9


In the decade or so after 1945, post-war reconstruction prolonged the increased demand for Scottish products which rearmament had initiated and, until 1954, industrial output recorded an annual rate of growth of around 4 per cent.10 Consequently, from 1950 to 1957, Scotland’s gross domestic product (GDP) rose at roughly the same rate as that of the rest of the UK and stood at 9 per cent of the UK as a whole, with per capita GDP at around 90 per cent of the UK average.11 But, as in many English regions, the so-called ‘years of affluence’ masked worrying trends in Scotland’s economic infrastructure. Walter Elliot (1888–1958), a former Secretary of State for Scotland, was right when, in 1948, he told the students of the University of Glasgow that ‘this is a hard century into which we have been born’.12


From around 1958, demand for Scotland’s traditional manufactures began to decline and the rate of growth in Scotland’s GDP seriously lagged behind that of the rest of the UK. By 1960, per capita GDP north of the Border stood at less than 88 per cent of the UK average.13 Internally, the nations of the Union showed subtly contrasting fortunes but these were, in reality, merely variations on the theme of overall decline in relation to the rest of the world. Between 1955 and 1977, while Scotland recorded a per annum growth rate in manufacturing output of 2.6 per cent in comparison to the UK average of 2.2 per cent, Italy, France, the Netherlands and West Germany all recorded growth rates of over 5 per cent and Japan, in the same period, recorded a growth rate of 10 per cent.14


In 1961, the Toothill Report15 confirmed that Scotland was merely exhibiting an acute form of an economic malaise that was afflicting the whole of the UK.16 The cure – at least for the surface ailments – was identified as regional assistance which, coinciding as it did in the 1960s with the discovery of North Sea Oil, did much to encourage greater growth in the economy. By the early 1970s, aggregate GDP in Scotland grew at a significant rate vis-à-vis her southern neighbour and, in per capita terms, reached a peak in 1976.17 Such success, however, failed to lift British fortunes worldwide – between 1960 and 1980, the UK recorded growth rates of only 2 per cent per annum in industrial production.18


In 1981, James Johnstone, having recently resigned as the Chief Executive of the Scottish Council (Development and Industry), reflected in his St Andrew’s Day Lecture on BBC Radio Scotland, that, as Scottish industry declined, ‘only the world of footballers, pop stars and television personalities seem[ed] to be waxing more strongly every year’.19 De-industrialisation was the principal feature of British regional economies in the 1980s and 1990s, as the final demise of old industries and the rise of the service sector transformed the dynamics at the heart of the economy.20 But even for Scotland’s celebrities, this ‘new world’ held little promise, in the short term at least. GDP per capita in comparison to the UK average actually fell in the 1980s and only came close to matching the UK as a whole in the mid 1990s.21 This did not mean than Scots were immune to a growing consumer culture. In Daniel Wight’s study of ‘Cauldmoss’ – a fictional name for a real community experiencing 30 per cent male unemployment in the early 1980s – the unemployed felt compelled to consume at levels beyond their income. As one young man noted, ‘Without a car or a good job, it doesn’t matter if you look like Robert Redford.’22


By the nineties, there was less to distinguish the structure of the Scottish economy, in comparison to its southern neighbour than there had been fifty years before.23 As in the rest of the UK, the distribution of employment in Scotland over the course of the twentieth century illustrated the increasing importance of the service sector (financial, legal, health, education, leisure, transport and communication providers) in comparison with and partly at the expense of the older manufacturing industries. Services even had a dramatic impact on family budgets. Excluding rent, rates and water charges, expenditure on services rose to 31 per cent of consumer spending in 1988 – it had been about 16 per cent in 1948.24 This was a phenomenon common to most advanced capitalist economies in these years and, by the late 1980s, services contributed over 50 per cent of Scottish employment.25 By 1997, the service sector accounted for 35 per cent of the whole Scottish economy and, of the top twenty companies in Scotland, half were in financial services.26


By comparison, whilst manufacturing largely ‘held its ground’ until the 1970s, from employing around 35 per cent of Scots in 1921, its share of the employed population had declined by around 10 per cent by 1981.27 Yet, even within manufacturing itself, change was evident. As in England, from the 1920s onwards, ‘new industries’ began to make an impact on Scotland. In 1930, 9 per cent of Scotland’s net output was generated by ‘new industries’, rising to 11 per cent five years later. Over the same period, England recorded a similar rate of growth in ‘new industries’ but, by 1935, this sector accounted for a far greater proportion of net output overall (21 per cent).28 Nevertheless, trends in the growth of new industries were comparable and, by the 1980s, the sectoral imbalance in the Scottish economy in favour of heavy industry was largely a thing of the past. Restructuring, however, came at a cost. Between 1966 and 1981, around one third of industrial employment was lost across the UK.29 Speaking in the Commons in 1982, Eric Varley, Labour’s spokesman on employment, noted that ‘[p]ractically every family in the land now had some direct or indirect experience of unemployment. From Scotland to the South East its tentacles stretched out, affecting areas that had never had it worse even in the 1930s’. 30


CONTRASTS


A coincidence of general trends and outcomes can clearly be identified across the regional economies of the UK over the century but one ought not to conclude that the processes and particular chronologies of change were either linear or identical in their impact. In Scotland, the legacy of the nineteenth century; the export-driven nature of manufacturing industry and the relatively small size of Scottish markets; the role of distinctive ‘Scottish’ institutions and their ‘place’ in the UK; the changing nature of devolved administration and the priorities of governments; the contradictory impact of globalisation, together with depleting indigenous resources and advancing technologies; the changing sympathies of native and foreign capital; and the shifting character of the labour market all determined marked differences in the Scottish experience to that suggested by UK ‘norms’. Certainly, Scotland’s place within the UK state and the interdependencies which had developed between British producers determined the parameters within which her response to global economic change could differ from that of the other nations within the Union state. But, that aside, Scotland was simply different. Explaining how and why this was the case demands that we revisit Britain’s economic development and look beyond apparent similarities. Let us retrace our steps.


Whether in the years of austerity following the end of the Second World War, in the aftermath of the nationalist revival soaked in the promise of North Sea ‘crude’, in the depths of the eighties’ economic recession or in the throes of a constitutional re-awakening on the eve of a ‘new millennium’, Scottish commentators found much to admire in the ‘Indian summer’ of Edwardian Scotland.31 Then, surely, Scotland faced the challenge of modernity and won handsome victories. Scotland launched around one fifth of the world’s ships, constructed thousands of locomotives, dominated the world jute industry and in sewing thread, beer and spirits boasted some of the world’s major producers.32 This ‘economic vitality’, however, hid a complex of factors that would ultimately determine the severity of post-war decline in the 1920s.33


Looking more closely at the Edwardian experience, premonitions of tragedy are evident, not least in the trade depressions of 1904 and 1908–09. A depression in shipbuilding resulted in applications for assistance to the Glasgow Charity Organisation Society in 1904 rising by 728 in comparison to the previous year’s demand. The Society’s president, the Duke of Montrose, was despondent, saying, ‘[S]hipbuilding could not always remain on the same plane. It fluctuated up and down, and, perhaps out of no fault of his own the workman who was employed in these industries found his labour and his wages taken from him.’34 Yet the hardships of 1904 paled into insignificance in 1908. As The Scotsman recorded in September of that year, ‘From Glasgow to Coventry, all the chief industrial centres of the country are ringing with the bitter cry of the unemployed.’35 No area of Scotland was immune. While the Baltic and continental trade of Dundee’s docksides remained steady, jute spinners introduced short-time schemes as prices fell and demand for yarn declined; the foundries were far quieter at the end of the year than at its opening; and preserve and confectionery manufacturers felt the consequences of falling market demand, as unemployment hit industrial areas across the UK.36 In Kirkcaldy, looms were silent at the weekends and, during the week, they were operational for shorter periods.37 Problems persisted well into 1909. Edinburgh engineering, building, metal and shipbuilding trades recorded precious little improvement in conditions over the course of that year during which unemployment levels for masons and plasterers averaged somewhere in the region of 44–54 per cent and the unskilled persons on the Distress Committee’s books numbered some 2,000.38


Aside from the instability rooted in the economy’s reliance on foreign markets and investments and the experiences of individual industries that will be discussed later, many features common to various branches of the Scottish economy read now as ill omens. The overwhelming predominance of the ‘family firm’ and the relatively small size of individual concerns were hallmarks of the regional economies of Scotland. In small-town Scotland, locally owned and managed family businesses were generally the norm until the 1950s. While in the early part of the century they imbued industry with the claims of service and loyalty, their persistence into the second half of the century burdened many businesses with aging directors more reliant on established practice than emboldened by modern challenges and with low capital enterprises that were not well placed to survive the interwar depression and were generally unable to fully exploit the new opportunities of the post-imperial world.39 The dominating influence of Sir William Bilsland (1847–1921), for example, compromised the diversification of his baking empire in the years following the Great War, although Robert McAlpine and Sons, the successful Scottish builders, do not seem to have been held back by a surfeit of family members – around forty McAlpines worked for the firm in the 1930s. Nevertheless, further difficulties were evident in some firms’ reliance on labour-intensive means of production and higher transport costs for Scottish producers in comparison to their southern competitors. There was also a dependence on increasingly costly indigenous fuel resources and raw materials, and increased foreign competition in key sectors from Germany and the USA. Together with a declining home market and falling profit margins, all these features boded ill for the future.


However, 1914 brought economic challenges of a nature none could have predicted in the heady days of Edwardian economic confidence. As in the rest of the UK, the Great War heralded the unprecedented intervention of the state in the Scottish economy, particularly following the passing of the Munitions Act in 1915. The Admiralty assumed control of the shipyards; enforced dilution altered the gender composition and skill hierarchies of various engineering works; recruitment and conscription decimated the male labour force; agriculture experienced its first real taste of state subsidies and control; and, generally, the objectives of industrial production became more collaborative than competitive. Scottish firms were also to the fore in many strategic innovations – William Beardmore (1856–1936), for example, was influential in the development of the tank and his company made all the pedrail shoes for every British tank built.40 In a broad sense, there was little in this to distinguish the Scottish economy from that of the rest of Britain or indeed the other Allied powers.


However, Scotland’s contribution to the wartime economy was distinctive and the long-term consequences of these four years were profound. War stimulated employment in heavy industrial manufacture where established skills or manual dexterity were at a premium; war reinforced the existing dominance of the Central Belt in the Scottish economy; and war fostered the suspicions of major engineering producers towards investment in new technologies and new products by creating fresh demand for Scotland’s traditional manufactures. While some sectors certainly benefited from war-driven demand, others faltered. Disruption to world trade caused difficulties for the eastern coalfields and the east-coast ports. Pig iron manufacture declined despite the increase in steel production. Government intervention in the wool and linen industries cut supplies for fancy-goods producers already struggling with the loss of markets to cotton. Dunfermline’s linen industry, one of the leading sectors in that area’s industrial revolution in the eighteenth century, was crippled during the war years – its lucrative American markets were lost (prior to 1914 over 50 per cent of its goods crossed the Atlantic) and the cost of fine linen yarn rocketed in price. By 1933 only three factories were still in operation.41 Scotland’s primary producers were also seriously affected – the Scottish fishing industry, for example, suffered tremendously as a result of the loss of crews, boats and markets.


Peace was to bring little relief to those who had suffered under the conditions of war and, indeed, made casualties of many of those who had profited from wartime demand. As Anthony Slaven has noted, while the war effort ‘strained the regional economy and its labour force’, the period of peace that followed 1918 ‘almost drove it to breaking point’.42 An immediate post-war boom (1919–1920), offered re-assurance to those whose optimism in the future of Scottish heavy industry had been strengthened by the country’s war effort. But the demand for shipping in these years, for example, was initially premised on making good the losses of war and, with competitors in the wings, would not last long. The overcapacity in Scotland’s traditional industries which had been encouraged by wartime demand was cruelly exaggerated by this brief period of prosperity, which merely postponed the learning of some painful lessons and perpetuated a reliance on old plant and outdated methods. Farms that had been inefficient in the pre-war years had merely been given a brief respite during the war as inflation increased the price of foodstuffs. But profits made in the war years were soon exhausted in the difficult climate of the 1920s. Regional specialisation in Scotland meant that areas would suffer the consequences of the victorious war at different intervals after 1920 and in different ways. Dundee’s jute manufacturers, for example, while sustained during the war by high prices and restrictions on foreign (principally Indian) competition were, as a result, arguably less well placed to meet the challenges of the global marketplace in the twenties.


It took some time for Scotland to acknowledge and respond to the long-term impact that war had had on an already vulnerable economy. When the travel writer H. V. Morton toured Scotland in the interwar years, he reflected:




I went to the offices of a Clyde shipyard to meet a friend and I was shown into the waiting-room. It was a dignified, solid, polished mahogany room from which all knowledge of world chaos had been carefully concealed. The room was living in the bright prosperity of the Edwardian Age when a man in a silk hat might drop in on the spur of the moment to order a couple of liners. At least that is how it impressed me. It impressed me also as a fragment of a world that was vanished. Nothing in our world is quite so solid and assumed as the waiting-room of a Clyde shipyard. Even the clubs of Pall Mall, to which this room bears a distinct resemblance, have subtly changed with the times, but here beside the Clyde, now so tragically silent, this rich, confident room lingers on in a condition of suspended animation.43





One might question which era is most reflective of Scotland’s true economic potential in a century moving from the age of Empires to a period of truly international production and exchange, when the economic vitality of nation states was determined less by their self-sufficiency than by their strategic position in a global trading network. Was the late Victorian and Edwardian period an atypical interlude and were the interwar years a more realistic measure of Scotland’s place in the world? Or was the momentum of economic success before 1914 cruelly dissipated by a global tragedy which no one – least of all the long-term achievers – could have anticipated? While some commentators still style fin de siècle Scotland ‘a power house of the global economy’, others caution us against viewing the interwar years from the ‘commanding heights of late-nineteenth-century industrial success’.44 Still, it cannot be denied that, in the 1920s and early 1930s, Scotland experienced economic hardships, industrial disasters and social catastrophe of a nature and on a scale unprecedented in her post-Union history.


Scotland’s relative position within the UK economy was seriously weakened in the 1920s and early 1930s. In general terms, while Britain’s interwar growth rate was relatively better than that of the Edwardian years, Scotland’s contribution to such improvement was minimal. Indeed, estimates at the time indicate that total activity in the Scottish economy fell by around 20 per cent in the years 1929 to 1932 and experienced only a mild recovery before the mid thirties.45


Such slow growth in industrial production in Scotland over a relatively long period clarified that Scotland was not merely experiencing cyclical depression, as she had done on various occasions in her industrial history, but that there were serious impediments to success and even survival in her economic structure. The causes and consequences of Scotland’s poor performance in the interwar years are, at times, difficult to distinguish from one another and together they involve a reliance on increasingly inefficient and relatively unprofitable industries, the slow growth of ‘new industries’, falling demand for Scottish products and high unemployment. The interrelatedness of these factors generated a vicious circle that proved difficult to break.


In the mid thirties, Scotland contributed over 18 per cent of the UK’s workers in iron and steel foundries, 26 per cent of workers in shipbuilding and 11 per cent of coalmines’ employees.46 But between 1913 and 1937, output from these industries in the north fell by between 40 and 60 per cent, with predictable consequences for profits and jobs.47 One should not be surprised, therefore, that established businesses were cautious about investing in modernised plant and technologies. The Fife-based paper manufacturers Smith, Anderson & Co. Ltd had the same three paper machines in 1920 as in 1910 and, after 1911, no new investments in plant were recorded until the purchase of a new bag-making machine in 1933.48


Overcapacity in coal, steel and shipbuilding, alongside heavy engineering, jute and others, was generally not effectively addressed by streamlining and rationalisation. There are, of course, exceptions. Facing a dramatic decline in demand due to global depression and American prohibition, the numbers of Scottish distillers were decimated. By 1936, Distillers Co. Ltd controlled around 70 per cent of Scotland’s whisky producing capacity and reduced production to match demand. Yet the ethos of the family firm and a lack of innovative management impeded many other attempts at effective amalgamation and reform in other industries. Even where amalgamations were successfully brokered, overcapacity was not always adequately addressed. In 1920 seven Dundee family firms came together to form Jute Industries Ltd and, four years later, the Low and Bonar partnership was secured. Yet, in 1937, a study conducted for the Scottish Development Council noted, ‘Dundee has too many of her eggs in one basket and it is a basket liable to be upset by Asiatic competition coming from within the Empire.’49 Even after rationalisation, Dundee jute was still vulnerable.


For those who forsook the scepticism of the times and invested in new production methods, the Depression proved modernisation was often no safeguard for future prosperity. Those whose businesses directly related to the growing consumer markets in the more prosperous south did reasonably well. A case in point is Michael Nairn & Co. Ltd, Kirkcaldy linoleum manufacturers. This business grew in the interwar years as the suburbs flowered around London and the English Midland towns.50 Meanwhile, to meet the literary appetites of the suburbs’ affluent, literate and news-hungry commuters, William Hope Collins (1903–1967) invested over £100,000 in American printing and binding equipment at the height of the Depression, giving this Glasgow publisher undoubted competitive advantages in the years that followed. Indeed, in the 1930s, the Dundee press barons of D. C. Thomson also experienced a period of unprecedented expansion, capturing a new children’s market with titles such as the Hotspur (1933), the Dandy (1937) and the Beano (1938). At much the same time, ‘modern’ cookers in coloured enamels went into production in the factories of Allied Ironfounders Ltd in the Falkirk district while, not too far away, Mitchell, Russell & Co. Ltd branched out of domestic goods into cinema seats. More worryingly, in the late 1930s, the Perth manufacturers of Rodine rat poison embarked on the production of a liquid inhalant for treating nasal catarrh!


Other companies beset by declining markets and more dependent on the struggling heavy industries for either custom or raw materials were often not as fortunate. Archibald McMillan & Sons Ltd (shipbuilders, Dumbarton) were taken over by Lamport & Holt Ltd in April 1918. During the following year, six new tower cranes were erected in the yard, only to be sold off fourteen years later – two years after the yard’s last ship (a barge, Caledonia) was launched. In the north, Thomas Young Cleghorn invested in a new suction gas plant at the Holm Woollen Mills when he took over the business from the Chisholm family in the 1920s. Such plant required superior Welsh anthracite to operate successfully. While not the whole story, it is no coincidence that soon after supplies were disrupted in the period leading up to the General Strike of 1926, Cleghorn went bankrupt and the Inverness mill lay idle.51 Perhaps the most spectacular tale of thwarted ambition, however, is that of William Beardmore (Lord Invernairn from 1921). At the end of the First World War, Beardmore’s industrial dreams were almost limitless, encompassing the production of passenger vessels, tankers, steam locomotives, marine steam and oil engines, buses, lorries, taxies, aeroplanes and airships.52 But the times did not favour industrial dreamers. In 1930, the Duke of Montrose – prompted by the recent announcement of the closure of Beardmore’s Dalmuir works – wrote to the Glasgow Herald in defence of Beardmore’s management of Scotland’s foremost engineering and shipbuilding empire.




[He] was constantly thinking in what way his great organisation would take a leading part in the prosperity of the Clyde and the trade of the country. Hence, it was that William Beardmore and Company ‘dashed in’ and took a lead in ordnance manufacture, submarine building, aircraft manufacture, and the making of railway plant, motors and steel houses etc. Indeed, anything that was up-to-date found a sympathetic and courageous supporter in Lord Invernairn.53





After 1920, nearly all Beardmore’s departments and subsidiaries were losing money and, by 1926, the company was, to all intents, bankrupt. Beardmore himself, following a committee of investigation into the affairs of the company, was ousted from executive control of the company in 1927.


The failure of such endeavours made others increasingly sceptical of abandoning old ways. And arguably Scotland felt the impact of depression all the more keenly because such thwarted attempts to interpret the challenges of the times as opportunities seemed to confirm the wisdom of retrenchment and the inescapable inevitability of decline.


Such rigid defensiveness in the industrial structure of the nation was further emphasised by Scotland’s small share of ‘new industries’, namely light engineering products, chemicals, electrical goods and consumer articles.54 While early successes had been notable – in car manufacture, for instance – by the 1920s, many producers had retreated to the comfortable familiarity of more traditional manufactures. Peak production at the Arrol-Johnston Car Company was reached before the First World War and Albion Motors ceased production of motor cars (focusing instead on commercial vehicles for the overseas market) in 1913.55 Richard Saville describes the outcome of such neglect for the wider Scottish economy:




In 1935 Scotland still produced virtually no electrically powered generators, and a small fraction only of UK output of electric motors, power transformers, and switch gear. No lighting accessories or fittings were produced, no wireless sets, telegraph or telephone apparatus, sound reproducers, radio gramophones, valves or batteries. The electrical engineering industry, such as it was, was tied up with shipbuilding, ship fitting and mining equipment, and nearly a quarter of the meagre total of net output was accounted for by repair work and maintenance.56





Had demand for the products of Scotland’s traditional industries been buoyant, the nation’s reliance on such sectors would have been relatively unproblematic in the short term at least. However, as Neil Buxton explains, by 1933, ‘export markets upon which Scotland so heavily depended had virtually collapsed, and the volume of exports through Scottish ports had fallen dramatically’.57 Scotland – more reliant than her southern neighbour on exports – was extremely sensitive to changes in the global marketplace and, after 1929, would feel the impact of Depression immediately and severely. By then, hopes prevalent in the 1920s that a revival in world trade would re-invigorate the Scottish economy appeared naive, if not otherworldly. In November 1930, Leith Chamber of Commerce recorded ‘a continued premium on pessimism, procrastination and timidity’, while markets declined and profits tumbled.58


Like elsewhere in Britain, some sections of the Scottish labour force survived and indeed improved their standard of living in these difficult years but these predominantly middle-class wage earners never grew at a rate in Scotland sufficient to develop a domestic market for goods which would have gone some way in persuading Scottish producers of the compelling logic of innovation. Only Edinburgh (or at least parts of the capital) did well during the Depression years – more new buildings were evident here than in Glasgow and industries such as printing thrived as marketing, advertising and the service industries weathered the storm. (Employment in printing, bookbinding and photography in Edinburgh increased by 19 per cent in the 1920s.59) Brewing – one of the capital’s most successful interests – also enjoyed years of growth in the 1930s, particularly after Youngers and McEwan & Co. Ltd came together in 1931 as Scottish Brewers Ltd. Yet even here, in the Edinburgh of Muriel Spark’s fictional protagonist, Miss Jean Brodie, the relative wealth of the novel’s central characters only becomes apparent through their contrast with the Old Town and its residents.




A man sat on the icy-cold pavement, he just sat. A crowd of children, some without shoes, were playing some fight game, and some boys shouted after Miss Brodie’s violet-clad company, with words that the girls had not heard before, but rightly understood to be obscene. Children and women with shawls came in and out of the dark closes. Sandy found she was holding Mary’s hand in her bewilderment, all the girls were holding hands, while Miss Brodie talked of history.60





Rising real incomes among this privileged minority were more than offset by high levels of unemployment.61


Scottish unemployment averaged 14 per cent in the years 1923 to 1930 and 21.9 per cent from 1931 to 1938 when the comparable figures for the UK were 11.4 and 16.4 per cent respectively.62 Looking at the regions, local unemployment frequently outstripped national averages. In Ayrshire, the proportion of insured workers registered as unemployed in the period 1929 to 1932 rose from 12 to 25 per cent; in Lanarkshire, from 14 to 33 per cent; and in Dunbartonshire, from 10 to 50 per cent.63 Even in the Scottish Borders, it was recorded in 1935 that ‘all the traditional Border courage is required to maintain a feeling of confidence in the face of persistent adversity’, as mills closed and hours were cut.64 For many, the experiences of these years would stay with them for life. Margaret Jamieson was a young girl in Paisley in the 1930s. In 1981 she reflected on these years:




Daddy didn’t seem to be at his work, and he wasn’t ill. Then the piano was sold. Great tragedy. Mind you, I hated it, and wouldn’t practise, but I didn’t like the degradation of it being carted out of the house and the whole neighbourhood watching.65





Soon after this humiliation, her mother went back to work.


In the 1920s, a distinctive Scottish response to unemployment had been emigration. Between 1921 and 1931, nearly 400,000 Scots emigrated, transforming the high natural increase recorded in the population in 1931 to a net decline of 40,000 and further impeding the regeneration of the domestic market.66 In Kilbirnie, travel to the United States was so common in the 1920s that the Atlantic Ocean was referred to as the ‘herring pond’.67 By the 1930s, however, awareness of the global nature of economic depression proved a disincentive to potential emigrants who kept hold of their Savings Bank deposits and stayed home, either in the hope of better times ahead or in fear of worse times to come.


The lasting economic consequence of this brief interlude of peace was the identification of a ‘Scottish Problem’ and the official recognition of this state of affairs in increased government intervention and the beginnings of a corporate approach to planning the country’s way out of recession which would influence government policy throughout the second half of the twentieth century.68 But all of this was in the future.


Work was suspended on Hull 534 at John Brown’s shipyard in Clydebank in December 1931. An ex-soldier rhymed it into poetry:




Well do I remember


The dark and dreary day


When all work was cancelled


And we put our tools away.


The workers were down-hearted


As they heard the siren roar;


They heaved a sigh, and bid goodbye


To the famous 534.69





Work was not resumed until April 1934. At the eventual launch of the vessel that became the Queen Mary, some five months (and ten million rivets) later, something of a renaissance was anticipated. The Queen, after all, was the largest vessel launched in Britain since the Aquitania in 1914.70 Ultimately, however, it was rearmament that secured Scotland’s short-term future and saved the Scottish economy from reaching a state of total paralysis. Scotland’s surplus industrial capacity of the interwar years – both in terms of men and machines – became essential active agents in Britain’s preparations for total war. And the region’s long history of specialisation in heavy engineering and the extractive industries, instead of a liability, became a vital base on which to build an economy making ready for conflict.


As in the rest of the UK, industry in Scotland proved adept at meeting the demands of warfare: steel production increased from an average of 1.5 million tons per annum in the 1930s to 1.9 million tons in the early 1940s; pig iron production rose from 409,000 tons in 1938 to over 659,000 tons in 1940; and the tonnage launched on the Clyde rose from an average of 322,000 per annum in the years 1934 to 1939 to 493,000 per annum between 1940 and 1944.71 Even more remarkable were the contributions of industries that were relative strangers to the demands of the armed forces. In addition to waterproofed textiles, Nairns of Kirkcaldy produced aircraft fittings, food containers and even torpedoes during the war.72 Caldwell and Young’s Lochwinnoch factory switched production from exquisite silks to parachute cloth.73 In many ways, the war years disprove theories that Scottish businesses either could not or would not diversify when new markets emerged. What they do indicate, nevertheless, is the level of compulsion that was required to effect shifts in production and the guarantees of custom that were necessary to alleviate concerns about the risks attached to innovation.


Full employment, which was reached around 1944, and the 25 per cent rise in real incomes, that was achieved by 1945, began to dispel the gloom of the interwar years.74 Moreover, Scottish producers never had to cope with the degree of war damage to plant experienced by industrialists in the south of England. Rolls-Royce’s new presence in the Hillington Industrial Estate near Glasgow suggested a promising future for innovative aeronautical engineering in the post-war years and Ferranti’s arrival in Edinburgh signalled the beginning of Scotland’s electronics industry. In the north, twentieth-century ‘military roads’ further integrated Highland communities with centres of production and, following the Hydro Electric (Scotland) Act of 1943, a (quite literally) brighter future for northern areas seemed guaranteed.


Yet there were worrying portents of future decay. In the Scottish coal industry, output declined from 30.5 million tons in 1939 to 21.4 million tons in 1945 and productivity slumped by around 80 tons per man during the war.75 Still, the steel and iron industries had not been integrated effectively and, by the end of the war, in terms of employment, Scotland’s reliance on heavy industry had actually increased, with one quarter of the insured population working in that sector. Abroad, lucrative Scottish interests had been seriously disrupted – for example, in 1942, the Burmese assets of the Burmah Oil Company (a Glasgow company founded in 1886) had to be demolished due to the imminent Japanese invasion.


Nevertheless, the boost which wartime demand granted to Scottish heavy industry was largely carried over into the 1950s. In 1953, the coronation year, the Scottish Council (Development and Industry) proudly detailed the exports of the new Queen’s most northerly kingdom.




Clydeside ships, Kilmarnock shoes, Edinburgh sealing wax, head-squares for the sheiks of Araby, clay tobacco pipes for West Indian sugar cane cutters, jute looms for Pakistanian weavers, whisky for Chicago convention roisterers, lager for Singapore merchants, hydroelectric power plant for North Canadian pioneers, carpets for New Zealand newly-weds, ice-cream cabinets for Argentinian purveyors, kippers for Australian sheep farmers, bicycles for Malayan rubber growers, horse leather for German glove makers, industrial belts for Dutch engineers, perfume bottles for Californian chemists, Edinburgh crystal-ware for Canadian collectors, cantilever cranes for Egyptian dockers, lignum vitae bowls for Australian sportsmen, sewing machines for Jugo-Slavian garment makers, rolling mills for Turkish steel makers, clothes wringers for Portuguese hotel keepers, tweeds for German countrymen, footballs for Danish pig-breeders, golf clubs for South American miners, paper-making plant for Swedish manufacturers, alarm clocks for Swiss mechanics, firebricks for Japanese foundrymen, locomotives for Greek railwaymen, wristwatches for Norwegian transport managers, cash registers for Indian shop-keepers, Christmas cards for French peasants, screw nails for South American carpenters, typewriters for Brazilian stenographers, adding machines for New York actuaries, bronze propellers for Dutch boat-builders, razor blades for Belgian textile operatives, refinery machinery for West Indian plantation owners, domestic refrigerators for Canadian house-holders, even brass coffin furnishings for deceased Italians.76





As noted earlier, until 1958, Scotland was reasonably successful in maintaining her share of GDP.77 But such apparent success masked serious problems in the pace of economic growth north of the Border. As Gavin McCrone made clear, ‘total growth between 1954 and 1960 was only nine per cent compared with 18 per cent for the United Kingdom’.78 In the first years of this new Elizabethan age, it was slowly becoming apparent that the relative health of Scotland’s post-war economy was declining and that the demand for her traditional heavy industries was seriously ebbing away. Even nationalisation (coal, 1947; rail and electricity, 1948; iron and steel, 1949) failed to solve the familiar problem of overcapacity in declining sectors and merely added substance to claims from Nationalists, amongst others, that, while Scotland had helped win the war, England – through the centralisation of industry and the southward drift of economic control – was benefiting most from the peace.


North of the Border, government intervention – emboldened by wartime experiences – was identified as the solution and Scotland, variously styled a ‘special’ or ‘development’ area, embarked on a range of regional planning initiatives during the 1950s and 1960s in an attempt to accelerate the ‘glacial slowness’ of structural change that had been evident in Scottish industry since 1900.79 The Forth Road Bridge – at its inauguration the largest suspension bridge in Europe – was finally completed in 1964 and, one year later, the Highlands and Islands Development Board was established to encourage industry and discourage population decline in this fragile area. The Tay was straddled by a road bridge in 1966 – the same year that the UK government identified Caithness as the site for a new prototype fast reactor (Dounreay) and, two years later, the Invergordon aluminium smelter was built. Largely as a consequence of such policies, the growth of public sector employment and other incentives offered to firms ‘locating’ in Scotland, public expenditure in Scotland was 20 per cent above the British norm by the end of the decade.80 But, despite such efforts, the rise in aggregate GDP in the UK continued to outstrip Scottish levels; income per head in the north increasingly slipped behind UK levels and Scottish unemployment rates grew relative to both the position of the previous decade and the experience of her southern neighbour.81 Once again, many Scots sought in emigration the traditional escape route from economic hardship.


Geology rather than government policy and foreign investment rather than native entrepreneurship came to Scotland’s aid. The discovery of oil in the North Sea in 1969 stimulated growth and encouraged the restructuring begun in the early 1960s, and foreign investment had, by 1973, developed to such an extent that nearly 60 per cent of Scots in manufacturing industries worked for companies based outwith Scotland.82 For a time ‘aggregate GDP north of the border began to increase at a significantly faster rate than in the rest of the country’ and employment was stimulated.83 Looking back, the 1970s appear a period of optimism – an uneasy calm before the storm.


Three dynamics characterised the transformation of the Scottish economy in the last three decades of the twentieth century – deindustrialisation, the rise to dominance of the service sector and the withdrawal from ‘planning’.


Despite the boost from oil-related activities, the expansion of industrial output in the 1970s was markedly lower in Scotland than in the UK as a whole. In Dundee alone, over six thousand jobs in engineering were lost in the first half of the 1970s.84 On the other hand, growth in services in this decade seemed to offer some consolation. Yet the years between 1979 and 1981 proved to be a painful period of transition. In these years, manufacturing in Scotland lost 20 per cent of its jobs, heralding a period of dramatic decline, referred to by one historian as the ‘holocaust’ of Scottish manufacturing.85 In the 1980s, losses to male employment in the productive sector amounted to 20,000 jobs a year and, across the board, Scotland recorded significant losses in manufacturing capacity.86 Even the dynamism of the service sector could not accommodate such a haemorrhage and unemployment soared. In 1985 unemployment in Scotland reached 15.6 per cent, in comparison to a UK average of 11.8 per cent.87


By 1994, the number of Scots in manufacturing had declined by around 250,000 in comparison to 1979 and over 40 per cent of Scottish exports were being derived from electronics manufactures predominantly controlled by foreign firms.88 Government policy played a major role in such a transformation. From the early 1980s, the priorities of the Conservative government elected in 1979 sought the removal of restrictions on competition and an end to the planning agenda characteristic of the 1960s that was so heavily dependent on central government resources. Finally, it seemed, the restructuring anticipated and encouraged by generations of Scottish economists had been inaugurated (though not perhaps in the way they had either hoped or envisaged). It was to be a costly process in terms of jobs, status, economic control and national pride and it contributed significantly, if unintentionally, to the re-awakening of demands for constitutional reform in the late 1990s.


On the eve of a new millennium in 1999, the Scottish economy was certainly very different to the one that greeted the dawn of the twentieth century. Unmistakably, Scotland’s experience had much in common with the rest of the UK but, in the timing, intensity and cost of economic transformation, there was much about Scotland that was distinctive. At the close of the twentieth century, it was clear that Scotland had responded to global change in various different ways and with varying degrees of immediacy and success. Why this should have been the case is best explained by a closer look at the industries which dominated the Scottish economy and the influence of government on Scotland’s economic fortunes.





TWO   Manufacturing Scotland – Traditional Industries




Each member of the ruling family was ‘heid bummer’ (boss) of a section defined by a letter of the alphabet: A, B, C, D, etc. His consent had to be procured before any big decision in the department could be made; and anxious heads of sections were forever seeking a rendezvous with ‘my Director’ to get an OK and so avoid a hold-up in their department’s work.


Beyond the Borders (1988)


Lavinia Derwent (1909–1989)1





Global trends certainly interacted with the balance of heavy industries in Scotland to influence the relative longevity of traditional manufacturing sectors in comparison to other western powers. Yet it would be a mistake to surrender responsibility for Scotland’s economic destiny to the caprice of impersonal commercial forces. The conservative nature and prejudices of capital investment in Scotland to a large extent guaranteed such continuity with the past. Whether due to the impediments of declining profits, the disincentives to change characteristic of family firms, a legacy of industrial militancy (the myths of which lasted longer than its reality), the inadequacies of Scottish technical education or a complacency resulting from the artificial sustenance of the public purse, Scottish industrialists, as much if not more so than others, were the arbiters of Scotland’s future and failed to free her from the more regressive features of her industrial inheritance.2


At the turn of the twentieth century, the leaders of Scottish industry were typically self-made men or the sons (or grandsons) of company founders who had ‘learned the ropes’ through apprenticeships of various sorts. For example, David Colville (1860–1916), son of the founder of what would become Scotland’s last and greatest steel company, was sent as a third hand melter to the Steel Company of Scotland after he finished his schooling at Glasgow Academy. Sir William Arrol (1839–1913) worked as a bobbin maker in his father’s mill before being apprenticed to a blacksmith. He was to become one of Scotland’s most famous engineers as the builder of the iconic Forth Rail Bridge.


In a period of high profits, Scottish businessmen bemoaned the quality of elementary education in the Edwardian years but they rejected the need for commercial education. They frequently resisted specialised day classes for their workers (as was common in America and Germany) in favour of on-the-job training due to the dislocation of production and services that absences would cause. Scotland, industrialists of the time argued, would be put at a commercial disadvantage vis-à-vis her southern neighbour if the Scottish Education Department made release for attendance at day classes compulsory in the north. Ambitious workers paid the price. A former laboratory assistant at the Glengarnock works near Kilbirnie, taken over by Colville’s in 1916, recounted his experience during the First World War:




The nearest college providing classes in chemistry was in Paisley but attendance was interfered with by shift work as the Company allowed no time off on the afternoon shift. Intending students had to make what arrangements they could with one or other of their ‘mates’ in order to cover the awkward afternoon shift as well as a slightly late arrival on night-shift class nights.3





Out of 4,043 students at Edinburgh’s Heriot Watt College in 1900 only 157 attended day classes.4


Perhaps the greatest form of short-sightedness is to presume that the next generation will not require that which you did not have yourself. Excuses are hard to find – it is not good enough to suggest that, in a period of economic vitality, it was understandable that industrialists chose to let the future look after itself while, in the period of recession which followed, it behoved industrialists to concentrate on the job in hand. One cannot have it both ways. Put simply, the instincts of Scottish industry to rely on tradition as a guide to the future were dangerous. Even Andrew Carnegie (1835–1918) could offer little in the way of direction at a time when Scotland, with hindsight, certainly needed it. ‘One rule I have often suggested to youth,’ he told the students of the University of Aberdeen in June 1912, ‘remain teetotallers until you have become millionaires.’5 It is hardly surprising that, in the interwar years, Scottish industry was often ill equipped to meet the new challenges of a more sophisticated and less forgiving global economic environment.


As the previous chapter revealed, in the twentieth century, decline in the traditional industries that had been the leading sectors of the early phases of the industrial revolution was an experience shared by the economies both north and south of the Border. In the UK, while the staple industries contributed 37 per cent of net output in 1924, by 1930, this had declined to 29.6 per cent and stood at 27.8 per cent on the eve of the Second World War.6 In 1954, 42 per cent of the UK workforce were still employed in manufacturing sectors of the economy, but by 1960, manufacturing’s share had fallen to under 40 per cent and dropped to 31 per cent in 1979, when the primary industries – agriculture, forestry, fishing, mining and quarrying – accounted for only 3 per cent of the workforce.7 Scotland contributed to this trend but decline was slower and the proportionate share of heavy industry within manufacturing remained higher for much of the century.


In 1935, the staple industries still accounted for 36.8 per cent of Scotland’s net output. Thereafter, in the 1950s, Alec Cairncross would lament that Scotland’s dependence on heavy industry had ‘grown rather than diminished’.8 In 1961 the influential Toothill report reflected that there ‘is still a relatively heavy representation of long-established industries for the most part no longer characterised by prospects of expansion’.9 And still, in the 1970s and beyond, Scotland ‘remained more committed to traditional industries, agriculture and fishing, coalmining, textiles, shipbuilding and heavy engineering than the rest of the UK.’10


Until the late 1980s, the speed of decline in the old industries was not matched by the growth of the new, hence the reliance on traditional sectors was perpetuated at a time when their profitability was diminishing. Indeed, declining profits in established industries arguably made technological innovation and diversification more difficult than it would have been under ‘normal’ conditions and encouraged firms to ‘struggle on for as long as possible in [their] accustomed path’.11 In the second half of the century, for example, equipment that had made its first appearance at the Ardrossan shipyards before the Great War was still being used.12 Scotland appeared the victim of a cruel riddle. Decline, however, was neither a linear nor an irreversible process, at least in the short term, and it afflicted industries at different times and with varying degrees of debilitating power. A keener understanding of their individual experiences partly explains how the riddle was worked through, if not entirely solved.


COAL




1st Miner: Twenty years now the coal’s black face
has grinned at me, mocked me, gritted the stink
of its breath against me.


2nd Miner: You say the same thing every night.


But it’s pointless to complain.


The likes of us were born to suffer.


The Decision: An Opera in Three Acts (1965)


Thea Musgrave (1928–)
(Libretto by Maurice Lindsay)





Musgrave’s opera sings the tale of John Brown, a sixty-year-old Ayrshire miner who was trapped for twenty-three days in Kilgrammie pit in the Girvan valley in 1835. In 1979, the last coal-mining venture in the Girvan valley closed.13


The Scottish coal industry made a significant contribution to Scotland’s early industrial pre-eminence in the nineteenth century and grew steadily as other industries came to depend on ‘black gold’ as their principal source of energy. Between 1870 and 1913 both output and employment doubled and, on the eve of the Great War, Scottish coal reached its peak production of 42.5 million tons, representing nearly 15 per cent of total UK output that year.14


In the years that followed, however, Scotland’s coal industry faced fundamental problems in demand, competition and supply. Declining domestic consumption, particularly amongst coal’s greediest early clients (for example, pig iron manufacturers), and increased competition from foreign and UK firms compounded problems caused by markets lost or seriously eroded as a result of the disruption to trade caused by war and its aftermath. By 1914 Scottish colliers had already exhausted the most profitable and economic of the nation’s coal seams and high costs and a proliferation of small firms in the north resulted in serious decline in the interwar years.


The slump in demand hit hard in the interwar period and numbers employed in the Scottish coal industry declined from 155,000 in 1920 to 81,000 in 1933.15 By the mid 1920s, the selling price of Scottish coal per ton did not even cover the cost of extraction and, as time went on, Scottish producers lost the advantage they had enjoyed by their early adoption of mechanised extraction and conveyance. James A. Hood (1859–1941), Chairman and later Managing Director of the Lothian Coal Company, had been a pioneer in the mechanisation of the extraction process, introducing such machines to the Newtongrange colliery from as early as the 1880s. In 1924 this head start was reflected in the statistics – the proportion of coal that was cut mechanically in Scotland was 48 per cent, compared with only 19 per cent in England. By 1937, however, this advantage had narrowed – 79 per cent of Scottish coal was mechanically cut, whereas 57 per cent of English coal was cut with the aid of machines.16


Poor industrial relations in the 1920s certainly did not encourage optimism for the future. During the 1921 miners’ strike, first the Black Watch then the Marines were called on to bring order to the Fife coalfields and the Riot Act was read in Cowdenbeath.17 Thereafter, the flooding of mines resulting from the lack of maintenance during the dispute added to company expenses, and the setting of a minimum wage compromised employers’ abilities to cut costs in a heavily labour-intensive industry. Further disruption and damage to property as a result of the General Strike in 1926 merely exacerbated an already desperate situation for both workers and management. It pays to be reminded that, while other workers returned to their posts after little more than a week in May 1926, the miners stayed out until November.


Encouraged by government interest in this strategic industry – Westminster had exercised control over the industry in one way or another since the Great War – the interwar years brought some rationalisation and the increasing concentration of ownership but at a cost. In the Dunfermline area alone in the 1920s, the Fife Coal Company closed several loss-making mines, among them Blairenbathie, Lassodie, Blairadam and Oakley (Kinnedar); Wilson and Clyde closed Lethans No 1 (Saline) in 1925; and, by 1931, Lassodie Nos 4, 10 and 11 had been closed by Thomas Spowart and Co. Ltd. Altogether, between 1929 and 1939, the number of active pits in Fife fell from thirty-two to fifteen, with an associated loss of manpower of around 4,000 men.18 Productivity increased in these years – despite the loss of labour, output fell by only 0.5 million tons in Fife in the decade 1929–39. But prices fell too, adding to coal-masters’ problems. In the west, Lanarkshire collieries experienced similar re-organisation – in the 1930s, coal mining in Motherwell was reduced to three large collieries owned by one combine.19 Mining communities paid the price of such modernisation – unemployment levels in the Scottish coalfields were amongst the highest in the country.


The Second World War saw both output and productivity slump – an ominous record for an industry that would be amongst the first to be nationalised (1947) by Clement Attlee’s Labour government.20 By the early 1950s, paid annual leave and the reduction of hours for face workers – however commendable in terms of occupational health and safety – further added to the expenses of an industry now facing stiff American competition. Nevertheless, until 1956, the industry and its new leaders enjoyed a brief honeymoon period, as growing demand necessitated by post-war reconstruction even made the thought of expansion a realistic ambition. However, the fresh hopes recorded memorably in the National Coal Board’s (NCB) Plan for Coal (1950), were not to be realised. The plan envisaged a 27 per cent increase in Scottish output between 1948 and the mid 1960s and new sinkings were to go ahead at Rothes and Glenochil. By 1959, however, rationalisation was back on the agenda as demand had fallen and overcapacity again posed major problems. The closure of the Rothes colliery – a state-of-the-art white elephant according to many – was announced in 1962, just five years after its inauguration. It was estimated that Rothes boasted 183 million tons of workable coal reserves. But geological difficulties, wedded to a centralised management for whom Rothes was only one project among many, meant that it never met its projected output.21


The NCB were to record an operational deficit in Scotland every year after 1950 and, while the labour force was halved in the decade 1958–68 and the number of active pits fell from 166 to 21 over the period 1958–76, Scottish coal still struggled.22 A regional surcharge applied to the pit-head price of Scottish coal in 1962 and again in 1966 raised revenue in the short term but, in the end, it overpriced a commodity that was facing stiff competition from alternative fuel sources (mainly oil, gas and electricity). In 1969, 50 per cent of Scotland’s coal output was consumed in the power stations.23 But even the guaranteed market of the Scottish electricity generators could not ensure a bright future for this ailing industrial monolith. As Peter Payne has recorded, ‘During the sixties, Scotland was responsible for almost half of the total deficiencies recorded for the operating Divisions of the NCB.’24 By 1966, for example, the Glencraig colliery in Fife was losing £1 for every ton of coal produced.25 And, by the 1970s, it was clear that none of Scotland’s pits were economic – in 1983–84, the operating loss per ton of the Scottish collieries was almost £14. Further closures were inevitable.


The Coal Industry Act of 1980 that followed the victory of Mrs Thatcher’s Conservative Party in 1979 set a deadline of 1983–84 for the NCB to becoming self-supporting. A year later, the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) threatened industrial action over industry plans to cut uneconomic capacity. This time, the government backed down and made some strategic investments in the sector. But confrontation was guaranteed, particularly after the fiery Arthur Scargill succeeded Joe Gormley as NUM president and Ian MacGregor was appointed NCB Chairman with a political mandate for drastic reform. It was to be as much a clash of philosophies and cultures as it was an industrial dispute.


The miners’ strike of 1984–85 that followed was the most violent and passionate industrial dispute of the late twentieth century, tearing communities apart and demonising the leaders of both sides. Miners at Scotland’s Polmaise colliery (earmarked for early closure) were among the first to strike and, by the end of the dispute, 200 Scottish miners had been sacked. At the Cartmore Industrial Site in Lochgelly, 133 pickets were arrested over the course of just two days.26 ‘We were fighting for our communities, a way of life and the fabric of British society,’ reflected Neil Valentine from Ayrshire nearly twenty years after the miners returned to work – the stakes were high.27 The strike was called on 12 March 1984 and officially ended on 5 March 1985.


In retrospect, 1984 stands as the last fighting breaths of a dying industry. Between 1947 and 1987, the number of jobs in the Scottish industry fell by about 80,000 and, in the 1980s alone, the number of active pits in Scotland fell from fifteen to just two. Thereafter, Monktonhall in Midlothian closed in 1998 and, by the end of the century only one deep mine, the Longannet complex in Fife, remained, only to be closed in 2002. Following privatisation in 1994, the Scottish Coal Company would directly employ around 1,500 in an industry dominated by opencast extraction and, in 1997–98, Scotland produced around 40 per cent of UK opencast coal. But, in an age of cheap imported coal and alternative sources of power (many, like nuclear and solar energy, not even requiring coal as a raw material), Scottish coal could simply not compete. Economic forces did not necessarily, as before, privilege nations with indigenous coal supplies. This fact, together with a developing environmental agenda, encouraged many to question the efficacy of ‘preserving’ the coal industry.28


By the 1990s, the Scottish coal industry simultaneously entered a new opencast age and the history books and, like the death of handloom weaving and the passage of the age of the ploughmen some hundred years before, offered little but inspiration for poets. Geddes Thomson reflected:




In Ayrshire now the pit bings


Are covered with grass and trees.


Those bings are mysterious


As ancient burial mounds


To the children who play there,


Whose grandfathers would pull


Bunches of fresh sweet grass


For the ponies under the ground.29





IRON AND STEEL




Firing the blast furnace, bursting the sky,


Flame in a pillar of smoke shoots up


And like the magic fires of Autumn, as witched-leaves dancing,


The fire plumes play within a wraith of smoke.


Bright red dust sparks, light stars, glinting,


Midges rising on the shooting air,


Stars themselves exploding in their dizzy motion,


Light’s last nebulae to red death sinking,


Smould’ring softly as their sisters dance.


Extract from Deserto Rosso: Ravenscraig,


‘(3) Nec Tamen Consumebatur’30


John Roy





The Monklands, reducing and recreating scrap and ore and bringing them to life as steel, evidenced at various times in their modern history both the creation story and the hell of Scottish industry. For most of Scotland’s industrial past, towns such as Motherwell and Coatbridge confirmed the nation’s debt to the riches which lay beneath its feet. By the 1990s, however, they epitomised how, as world demand changed and indigenous ores diminished, such an inheritance, by itself, simply was not enough.


Scottish pig iron production was faltering even in the late Victorian period, as producers became increasingly reliant on imported ore – indeed, imports of iron ore doubled in the Edwardian years.31 Rising costs, poor economies of scale due to the high number of small units of production and increasingly outdated and inefficient furnaces meant that the price of Scottish pig iron rose, relative to its main competitors. As a result, between 1870 and 1913, Scottish exports declined by half and many Scottish customers even sourced their iron from England and abroad.32


The interwar years confirmed iron’s troubled position, as continued lack of investment in new technologies perpetuated the inefficiency of production methods at a time when the industry’s reliance on expensive English coke increased. Iron manufactures also failed to meet the changing priorities of their main customers – Scottish steel manufacturers – and continued to produce haematite pig iron when steel interests were increasingly requiring basic pig iron.33 As a consequence Scottish pig iron output fell by around two-thirds between the two World Wars.34


By contrast, the Scottish steel industry had much more recent roots – the first Scottish steel company was founded near Glasgow in 1871, although there are records of steel production in Calder from as early as 1805 and cementation steel production at the Cramond works from the 1790s – but its relative youth was no guarantee of success.35 In the early years, Scottish steel production rested overwhelmingly in the hands of local iron manufacturers. Nevertheless, the economies of scale and production advantages that such a relationship suggested were rarely exploited. Only two steel works – Merry and Cunninghame and the Glasgow Iron and Steel Co. – were fully integrated with iron foundries and, as a result, businesses in this highly labour-intensive industry faced further costs in terms of transport in particular.36
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