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Introduction



Scotland’s former capital city and medieval Royal Burgh, Stirling, has been the focal point in Scotland’s history throughout the ages, and, equally, integral in shaping the future of the country. The battles of Stirling Bridge and Bannockburn have been well documented and are familiar to many, however, leaving this ‘Braveheart’ image of Stirling aside, the social history of this city from the early 1800s to the early 1900s contains just as much intrigue, with plenty of examples of dark deeds and macabre tales.
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The dark streets around the Old Town lent themselves well to criminals and evil-doers at the end of the eighteenth century and start of the nineteenth century, with the town only gaining gas street lighting in 1826. Like many British towns, Stirling experienced a great population surge due to the Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth century, and suffered from overcrowding and unsanitary conditions. As an established market town, farmers would come from all around to sell their products in Stirling, with the Mercat Cross in Broad Street being the centre of the town’s trading activity. Next to the Cross in Broad Street stood the Tolbooth, still in use today as an entertainments venue. The Tolbooth, built in the early eighteenth century, functioned as a courthouse and prison.


Overcapacity and filthy for a great many years, the Tolbooth was finally replaced in 1847 by a new town jail, following pressure from reformers keen to improve prison conditions throughout the country.


A modern police force was still ten years away at this point however, and a purpose-built Sheriff Court was not completed until 1864. Broad Street, in the Old Town, was at the centre of town life as well as trading in the late eighteenth century, with the top of the town near the castle being host to grand houses in Castle Wynd and the Holy Rude. Broad Street itself was mainly home to rich merchants and down the hill from this area, the poorer houses were situated. This area at the top of the town was bustling with people from all walks of life and trades. Running parallel to Broad Street, St John Street was where the flesh market was situated, with fleshers slaughtering animals on the streets.


With the opening of the railway line to Stirling from Glasgow and Edinburgh, however, the bottom part of the town established itself as the new commercial centre.


The railway also brought wealthy commuters to Stirling, leading to the development of the King’s Park area, whilst all the time the Old Town, which was left to the poorest inhabitants, became more run down and overcrowded.


Following an outbreak of cholera in 1832, however, sewers were constructed under the streets and spacious new housing areas were created to the east of the Old Town to help alleviate the congestion. Many new developments also came in the latter part of the nineteenth century, with Stirling gaining an infirmary in 1874; the building which housed it still standing in Spittal Street. In the same year, horse-drawn trams also came to Stirling and the Smith Art Gallery and Museum opened. All things considered, the town was shaping up to be a place of culture and modernity; however, the social problems in the more deprived areas of Stirling, the same which existed in all towns and cities at the time, created a breeding ground for crime. By the early twentieth century, the top of the town was still poverty ridden and suffered from overcrowding. The solution to the problem only came after the First World War, when many of the slum dwellings were finally cleared and replaced with more modern and sanitary accommodation. These slum clearances continued up until the 1950s, replacing many of the buildings in Baker Street, Broad Street and St John Street.
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This book focuses on the period between the early 1800s until the 1930s, a time during which the social problems of overcrowding and poverty described above went hand-in-hand with murder and crime. The nineteenth century saw many changes in the way crime was dealt with in Scotland. Scottish burghs were given power in 1833 to establish police forces if they had not already done so. Around this time, the Police Courts dealt with the minor offences, which would usually result in a fine or a short sentence, and this court dealt only with Summary Procedure, where the case was heard without a jury being present. Any cases which were thought to require a harsher sentence than the Police Court could give were remitted to a higher court. A great many minor offences appeared before the police, however it was often noted during the latter half of the nineteenth century that with the improvements in policing and street lighting, these types of crimes, such as theft or common assault, were committed far less than at the start of the century. However, as better policing led to more crimes being detected and consequently brought to court, along with better press reporting, it must have seemed to the inhabitants of Stirling that the reverse was in fact true. Apart from the obvious reasons of poverty and destitution, the authorities also looked for other trends in the occurrence of petty crimes, with one report in 1838 on the state of crime finding that:
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Crime appears to be not only hereditary to a considerable extent, but also in some degree to belong to particular occupations. Thus I find that Carters, as a class, are more addicted to stealing than people following most other employments; the stolen articles consisting generally of farm produce, coals etc, which they have many opportunities of taking, and for which they have a ready consumption; the hay and corn thus obtained, enabling them to spend in drink, money which must otherwise have gone to buy food for their horses. Wandering tinkers have earned so bad a reputation in Scotland, that their name is now almost synonymous with ‘thief’. Not only in these cases, but as a general rule, I have found that those who are in the habit of moving from place to place, commit an undue share of the offences; though doubtless, there is a mixture of cause and effect in this, one reason of persons quitting one place of abode after another, being that they have committed offences and fallen under suspicion. Colliers and fishermen I have often found, as classes, to be in the frequent practice of committing assaults and other breaches of the peace (generally from drunkenness), but to be for the most part honest.





The Sheriff Court dealt with the majority of criminal and civil cases, however, as the power of this court was limited, major crimes were usually remitted to the High Court and civil cases, which were of a more complex nature, were usually dealt with by the Court of Session in Edinburgh. As with the Police Court, the Sheriff Court could deal with cases under Summary Procedure, but in addition its sentencing power was greater. The Sheriff Court also dealt with cases under the more serious Solemn Procedure, where the cases were heard by a Sheriff sitting with a jury. Any cases thought to be out with the sentencing scope of the Sheriff Court were remitted to the High Court. As the only High Court of Justiciary was in Edinburgh, the ‘Circuit Court of Justiciary’ would often be set up in the Sheriff Courts of the towns in Scotland in order that serious crimes could be tried in the local area.


High Court or Circuit Court trials were held before a judge and jury, and could give very lengthy prison sentences or even the death penalty.
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With many any high profile murders taking place during the time period covered in this book, the result was often public execution of the criminals. These public executions, in the form of hangings, were carried out in front of the courthouse in Broad Street. Drawing large crowds of spectators, these executions were seen by some as entertainment, therefore many people were glad when they were eventually replaced by executions inside prisons in 1868.


Stirling during this period, however, did not have its own executioner. The last town executioner, John (or Jock) Rankine, had performed the task up until 1771, when he was removed from office. There had been many complaints about his conduct, with reports of him being unable to perform his duties and of ‘keeping a bad house in the night time’, by disturbing the neighbours and entertaining people of bad character. It is reported that Rankine died after choking on a chicken bone which had been left in soup prepared by his often ill-treated wife. After the removal of Jock Rankine, executions in Stirling were carried out by hangmen from other towns. John Murdoch, the hangman of Glasgow, was one such executioner whose services were often utilised. Murdoch began the job of hangman in 1831, at which time he was well into his sixties. Having carried out his last execution around twenty years later, he was the oldest hangman Britain had known.





Lynne Wilson, 2012





Case One


Wife Murder


The Execution of Allan Mair, 1843


[image: Book title]


Eighty-year-old Allan Mair underwent the spectacle of a public execution on 4 October 1843 for the murder of his eighty-five-year-old wife, Mary. As usual, a large crowd turned out to witness the event. Being placed upon the drop, he was accommodated with a chair due to his age, which he was no sooner seated upon when he embarked upon a speech to the crowd. This speech, which lasted ten minutes, consisted of Mair haranguing the crowd in an angry, animated fashion, described by one newspaper as ‘hurling fire and brimstone, death and damnation’ on all who had any part in his apprehension and trial. Still denying his guilt, Mair insisted that he had been the victim of lies and, during his trial, and had been prevented from calling such witnesses or bringing papers with him that might prove his innocence. Once his speech was finished, prayers were said for him and the cap and rope were adjusted by the executioner in preparation. At this point Mair ‘gave audible vent to his pent up feelings’ by wishing that all involved in the case ‘be sent to destruction’ immediately after his death.


Mair had earlier refused the customary glass of wine offered to those about to be hanged in order to steady their nerves, stating that he wanted no such help to take him through the scene that was before him. When the signal was given, the drop fell and Mair should have been killed instantly, however, as he was so frail, his neck did not snap, and instead he was slowly strangled. It has been reported that the hangman, a young medical student who had stood in for the usual executioner, had to get hold of Mair’s legs and swing upon them to add the extra weight required to break the neck.


Mair had been convicted of murdering his wife, Mary, by beating her with a stick. The Stirling Advertiser reported that a quarrel had arisen between Mair and his wife in their home at Avonbridge on the night of 14 May 1843 over some trivial matter. Mair had then proceeded to swear at Mary and beat her on the head, arms and chest with a large stick. Neighbours, hearing her cries, went to assist, but Mair, known to be a violent man who possessed firearms, threatened to shoot anyone who came near. The next morning, when word of the assault reached the police, they came to the house and found Mary to be very ill in bed. Mair was then taken into custody, on a charge of assault. However, by the time he was examined before the Sheriff, Mary had died from her injuries. Mair was therefore fully committed to Stirling Jail on a charge of murder.


Allan Mair’s trial was heard in the Stirling Circuit Court, beginning with evidence from a witness named Helen Bennie, a neighbour who gave evidence that she was a regular visitor to their home and was with Mary when she died. Helen told the court that Mary could not walk well, having hurt her back, and that Mair was often abusive to her and would deprive her of food. Additionally, a few weeks before the incident, she told the court that she had seen Mair strike Mary with a spade. Helen stated that she and other neighbours often had to provide Mary with food, which they did when Mair was out of the house. On 14 May, at around seven o’clock in the evening, Helen saw Mary when she gave her some supper. Later she heard cries and the sound of blows being struck, with Mary’s voice saying, ‘Let me lie and die in peace, and don’t strike me any more’. Mair was then heard to say that he would leave her alone if she ‘put in the sneck of the bed’, in other words to lock the wooden doors of the box bed in which she lay. Mary had been heard telling her husband that she could not do this as she couldn’t see, but Mair replied, ‘I will make you glad to put in the sneck’, and proceeded to beat her again. The next morning Helen went to see Mary and found her crouched at the foot of the bed, wearing a cap and an old piece of cotton cloth around her shoulders, with her shirt covered in blood and a great deal of blood on the bed. Mair was complaining that he had gotten no sleep due to Mary banging on the locked wooden doors of the bed. Helen told the court that she handed some tea to Mary, who took it in her left hand as she could not lift her right hand due to her injuries. Pointing at Mair, she told Helen that he had given her the bruises, at which point Helen sent for a police officer and Mair was taken into custody. The jury brought a unanimous verdict of guilty and Mair was sentenced to death.
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After the trial, Mair had been determined to refuse food in order to end his life, managing to abstain from food for four days. However, his appetite proved too strong in the end and he began eating the food supplied to him in prison. Having received daily visits by the prison chaplain and several other ministers, Mair had become optimistic – having heard that a petition from the Provost and the Magistrates had been given to the Secretary of State for the Home Department in an attempt to have the death sentence commutated due to Mair’s age. An attempt, however, which proved to be in vain.
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Case Two


Child Murder


The Case of Noble Dan, 1924


[image: Book title]


On 20 November 1924, newspapers reported the discovery of the body of a four-year-old female child in a close in Baker Street, in Stirling’s town centre. The crime, described as an ‘outrage and brutal murder’, caused a great deal of media interest.


The young girl, Nessie Reid, was described as ‘a bright little girl, with beautiful auburn hair and winsome manners’. She had left her parents’ house about seven o’clock the previous evening, being told by her mother to go and fetch her younger brother. However, when she did not return, her parents became increasingly concerned, and, at eleven o’clock, a search commenced in the neighbourhood. All likely places were searched, but it was not until 1.30 a.m. that the grim discovery was made. Mrs Brown, a neighbour of the Reid family, discovered the little girl in a hidden alcove at the end of the close in Baker Street, where she lived. Mrs Brown, who was very upset at the finding, detailed that she had been instructing searchers in a nearby garden when she bumped against an object against the surrounding wall. Reaching down in the darkness with her hand, she was horrified when she realised she was clutching a mass of human hair. Having summoned the others, the child’s stiff and cold body was taken to Stirling Royal Infirmary, where she was pronounced dead. The evidence pointed to death caused by strangulation.
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