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Preface: Pride Comes Before a Fall


This book is about one of the most dramatic episodes in Glasgow’s history. It tells the story of the remarkable rise and subsequent ruin of Thomas Harvie, who in the early nineteenth century had become the city’s leading whisky distiller and supplier of spirits. But Harvie, ruthless in his business dealings, was not content simply to make money. He aspired to the lavish lifestyle Glasgow’s scarlet-cloaked, cane-carrying, silver-wigged tobacco lords had enjoyed during their golden age in the eighteenth century. Lacking any sense of decorum, he spared no effort in ostentatiously displaying his new-found prosperity, rubbing his good fortune in the faces of those less fortunate. He purchased an estate in the countryside some three miles beyond the eastern edge of the overcrowded centre of what had been Glasgow’s medieval core. He extended and improved the grand mansion house that went with the property – Westthorn – sparing no expense in furnishing it.


Harvie, however, had no intention of sharing his newly acquired assets. Instead, he erected imposing boundary walls to keep out the general public, mainly his working-class neighbours in the scatter of fast-growing frontier villages that lay close to his house and grounds.


The larger of his two walls – known locally as Harvie’s Dyke – blocked a time-honoured, much-frequented and greatly loved walkway along the north bank of the river Clyde. Such was the outrage felt by the handloom weavers, coal miners, cotton spinners and other workers from Calton and the villages of what would become the eastern fringe of the sprawling city of Glasgow, that they rose in protest. In June 1823 hundreds of them marched towards the Dyke, to which Harvie had added an armed watchtower.


This book describes in vivid detail what happened next. It is revealed in the first-hand testimonies of most of the main actors, along with witnesses to the confrontation. For two centuries their silent voices have been secured in bundles of dusty and grime-covered legal case papers held in store among Scotland’s national records in Edinburgh. These tell a story of community action, and of the solidarity of working-class communities in defence of what they considered to be their inalienable rights. The same sources tell too of meetings, marches, violent explosions, of the dyke’s destruction (and reconstruction), of dragoons, mass arrests, courtroom drama and the imprisonment of those few individuals the authorities managed to convict.


There followed an outpouring of sympathy across the city for those jailed for their part in the assault on Harvie’s property. His grimly determined attempts to block public access along the walkway inspired a six-year-long campaign for the ‘liberty of the banks of the Clyde’. In an alliance that challenges simplistic notions of class antagonisms, the lead was now taken by reformers from the ranks of Glasgow’s emerging middle class – professional men, small merchants and manufacturers, and even poets. They deliberately shunned physical force and instead fought tirelessly by legal means supported by public subscriptions. The campaign, which began in the low-lying cottages, subdivided houses, workshops, change houses (inns) and streets of Bridgeton, Camlachie, Dalmarnock, Parkhead, Shettleston and Tollcross, moved to the law courts of Edinburgh and, eventually, Britain’s highest court of appeal, the House of Lords.


David – Glasgow’s people – took on Goliath. It was a rare occasion when in a dispute over access to land the poor did have their lawyers. And won.


Harvie was humiliated. He had spent a large part of his wealth on legal fees and related costs, assuming that the weight of his gold would crush the opposition from the little people, who had few financial resources and whom he considered to be beneath contempt. He miscalculated, badly.


In one sense, this is a simple moral tale, of good overcoming evil against all the odds; of the people’s rights against those of an arrogant Glaswegian who had committed the cardinal sin of getting above himself. Infusing their outrage was the thriving spirit of Presbyterian egalitarianism.


But the book is about more than this. The Harvie’s Dyke protest was not simply a one-off isolated incident. It represents a strand in the story of Scottish radicalism that has so far been largely overlooked.


The French Revolution more than thirty years before had ignited serious social and political unrest in Scotland. The old order was no longer secure. Disorder and rioting carried on even after the momentous victory of British forces under the command of the Duke of Wellington at Waterloo in 1815 where some 4,000 of his soldiers had lost their lives. In Scotland as elsewhere in Europe there was anger among ordinary people that the sacrifices made in support of monarchies, and then the pain of re-adjustment as soldiers in their thousands were discharged, had not been recognised by their rulers. Demands for political and social change intensified.


In Manchester, post-war protest peaked in 1819 with the bloody massacre by the military of eighteen innocent people and the infliction of injuries to hundreds more at St Peter’s Field, where thousands had assembled to listen to political reformers. It was a tragedy on British soil that almost immediately became known as the battle of ‘Peterloo’.


In Scotland, radical activity and plotting with their counterparts in England had carried on until Easter 1820, partly as a response to the horrors of Peterloo. This culminated in an armed rising that commenced in and around Glasgow and Paisley on 4 April. Yet Scotland’s much discussed, hotly debated and still celebrated ‘Radical War’, which was accompanied by a massive strike of workers in the west of Scotland, was effectively over in little more than a week. In August, lifelong advocate of reform sixty-three-year-old James Wilson was hanged and beheaded in Glasgow. His crime: treason. A week later, John Baird and Andrew Hardie suffered the same fate, in Stirling. Nineteen of the other individuals charged with treason were ordered to be transported to Botany Bay, seven of them for the rest of their lives.


The provost and magistrates of Glasgow thought they could breathe more easily. Peace had been restored. They conveyed their heartfelt thanks to the departing soldiers who in unprecedented numbers had been stationed in and around the militarised city during 1819 and 1820.


But their valedictions were premature. Within months Glasgow was the scene of further outbreaks of popular violence. The army was recalled, and a new cavalry barracks erected.


The defeat of the radicals in 1820 had been a major blow for those concerned, but not everyone who participated had given up the struggle for liberty and social justice. In the succeeding years former activists necessarily kept a low profile, but they and the causes for which they fought lived on.


One of these was land rights, which were under threat from increasingly property-conscious, commercially minded landowners. Battles over land were not confined to the Highlands. In Lowland Scotland, even in the towns, the engorgement by private individuals of what had formerly been considered to be common land and rights of way was a profoundly important and much-contested issue.


This book uncovers – for the first time – the links between the reformers of the 1790s, the angry radicalism of the distressed years that followed the wars with France that ended with the Treaty of Vienna in 1815, the Radical War of 1820 and the campaign against Harvie’s Dyke. It also sheds new light on the culture and attitudes to authority of the communities in which radical activists lived and worked. The aims of those initially involved in the Harvie’s Dyke affair may have been less ambitious in their scope and significance than those of 1820. But liberty is a rich feast. The right to perambulate freely on tracks and pathways that had been regularly used ‘beyond memory of man’ was arguably a more tangible gain than the somewhat vague and hopelessly ambitious aspirations announced by the radicals in April 1820, who sought a provisional government to replace the much-hated Tory regime in London.


Freedom of access to familiar pathways, and the liberty to delight in the flora and fauna of the countryside and breathe fresh air, were not the concerns of a single class. They mattered to Glasgow’s rising place-proud middle class, as well as to working people. This book highlights the extent to which the classes were at one in their affection for the river Clyde, its ‘bonny banks’ and the natural delights they offered. The people’s affection for all of this was palpable, as was the unity of purpose evinced in the firmness of their demand to walk along the banks of the Clyde at will. Indeed, so momentous was the struggle over the Dyke that it featured prominently in Glasgow’s public memory for many decades thereafter. On the ground, its legacy was more substantial than 1820. The once contested pathway is still open, on the Glasgow–Cambuslang stretch of the 40-mile-long (65-kilometre) Clyde Walkway which runs from Partick in Glasgow’s west end out to New Lanark.


But Glasgow has forgotten what had been won, despite Glasgow being where Scotland’s rights of way movement commenced. It would be another twenty years before what later became the Scottish Rights of Way Society would be founded, in the capital (in 1845), to protect public roadways around Edinburgh. Scotland has also forgotten, even though what began as a local fight had national ramifications. It was the first major legal challenge in defence of the people’s right to walk along long-established paths in Britain. It is an early instance of environmental activism, of green consciousness long before the Greens.


The story has never been fully told. But it deserves to be.
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1


Drumming up a Storm: Early Summer 1823


The dull tap and muffled rattle of a drum beating interrupted the relative quiet of a late Saturday afternoon in Glasgow’s east end in June 1823. It was the 21st, midsummer’s day, the longest of the year. Like the two previous days it was sunny and dry. Most works in this part of Glasgow’s sprawling Barony parish, the most populous in Scotland, had shut down a few hours earlier. The workpeople at several collieries, cotton mills, a corn mill, brickworks, tanneries and dyeworks were relieved from their daily toil for the remainder of what would be a weekend unlike any other. Even the district’s numerous handloom weavers had stepped aside from the weary monotony of operating their looms, many leaving webs unfinished. The days when working people such as weavers in Glasgow could rest idle from Saturday afternoon through to Wednesday morning and spend at least some of their time drinking or otherwise enjoying themselves had long gone, for most a memory from the later eighteenth century.1


Short silences, when the drumming stopped, were filled with the sonorous sound of a man’s voice. He wasn’t quite shouting, but speaking loudly and deliberately, and only briefly at each place he halted before moving on. The orator was Thomas John Fraser, a handloom weaver, aged around fifty-four, who lived with his wife Ann Christie in Browns Land, Parkhead. ‘Land’ usually referred to a discrete property, a large house or tenement, subdivided into smaller living and working spaces. Like most ageing, bent-backed weavers Fraser was less active than he had once been at the loom and had taken on the role of ‘bellman’ (so-called as in former times a bell was rung to attract the inhabitants’ attention), or drummer and public crier for ‘the villages betwixt Camlachie Bridge and Baillieston Toll’. These separate communities of mainly handloom weavers, coal miners, cotton mill operatives and tradesmen such as tailors and shoemakers were strung along the sides of the rough-made roads in what until only a handful of decades earlier had been farmland and small settlements of sub-tenants and cotters. Built up or old Glasgow was still some distance to the west, with the vast bulk of its inhabitants concentrated on ten principal streets and seventeen wynds, or lanes. Especially crowded were the backlands which ran off at right angles from the High Street that ran from the medieval Cathedral past the college or university and down to Glasgow Cross and the Saltmarket.


To the east beyond the burgh boundary only Camlachie and Shettleston were recognised as distinct entities in the mid eighteenth century – both being depicted by the military surveyor William Roy on his monumental map of Scotland of 1753–4 as having a few houses. As more and deeper coal mines were sunk and industrial activity took root, the rural character of the area around them began to change. It became increasingly populated as the overwhelmingly working-class weaving communities of Calton and Bridgeton grew. Glasgow’s better-off residents preferred to move westwards to the fashionable newly built terraces and townhouses of George Square and Blythswood Square, or south over the river Clyde at Hutchesontown and Laurieston.


By the end of the century Tollcross and Westmuir also had a presence on maps of Glasgow and its eastern suburbs. So too did a Cameronian meeting house to the east of Tollcross and a church at Shettleston.2 Small knots of houses that would later become discrete communities such as Barrowfield, Dalmarnock and Jeanfield also began to appear. But they lay beyond the bounds of the Royalty of Glasgow, unplanned and unchecked as they expanded, and largely outwith the authority of the city’s town council and magistracy.


Glasgow was spreading, but it had not yet become the expansive conurbation it was to become in the Victorian age and is nowadays. Before 1800 Glasgow comprised less than 2,000 acres; by 1900 this had risen to slightly more than 12,600 acres; by the end of the twentieth century this had extended to just under 40,000 acres, or around 62 square miles.


But in 1800 still there was no Parkhead, at least not marked on maps. However, it was there by 1823. Nearby was a collection of coal miners’ houses that sat small and squat around the three tall furnaces of Colin Dunlop’s Clyde Iron Works, which dominated the local skyline. The Clyde works had been founded in 1786, a harbinger of Scotland’s industrial revolution. To the west lay Henry Monteith’s world-renowned and much-visited dyeworks, founded by David Dale and George Mackintosh in 1785, and a similar plant operated by Thomas Lancaster and Company. Some cotton mills were also to be seen. Even so, the area was still largely rural in appearance. Some of the most striking features were grand detached mansion houses and carefully laid out tree-lined avenues and enclosures.3


We don’t know exactly the route taken by Fraser as he tapped his drum and read out his proclamation. If, as seems most likely, he walked along what was the main road from Glasgow to Edinburgh, he may have by-passed the settlements at Shettleston and Mid Quarter on the Airdrie road a little to the north, although we can’t be sure. One way or other the people there would have heard the drum, albeit less loudly than those in the low-lying irregular rows of cramped, single-room cottages on the Edinburgh road.


Call to arms


Perhaps as he was in the open air, John West, a sixteen-year-old weaver from Camlachie who had been to Shettleston to collect a pair of shoes being made for him, was able to hear ‘the drum going about for the purpose of assembling a meeting’. This was to be held that very evening, at the ‘sheddings’ at Parkhead cross, where the main road to the east divided.


This was a meeting with a purpose. Fraser the bellman had been handed a piece of paper that morning by an unnamed individual, upon which the words of what he was to proclaim had been written (see Plate 2).


They were scratched in a hesitant hand, as if the writer was unfamiliar with using a pen and ink. Fraser’s instructions were to address the inhabitants of Parkhead and Westmuir, Camlachie, Tollcross ‘and adjacent places’, and request them to attend a public meeting at the cross of Parkhead at seven o’clock to take into consideration ‘measures for taking away the obstruction on the banks of Clyde’.4 Sometime after five o‘clock this is more or less what Robert Dunsmore, a collier who was in the house at Tollcross he rented from Colin Dunlop of the Clyde Iron Works, heard. Fraser’s proclamation, he recalled, was to the effect that ‘the object of the meeting was business of importance concerning the banks of the Clyde’. Others, however, interpreted the call slightly differently. John Williamson, a forty-year-old teacher, understood that the purpose of gathering a large number of people together was ‘to make a way or passage along the side of the river which had formerly been in use, and which had been interrupted by the wall that Mr Harvie had built’. William Lyon, a young, recently licensed surgeon in Parkhead, thought the objective was even more ambitious. It was ‘to pull down the walls which had been erected by Mr Harvie’. Thomas Robertson, a young weaver by trade, was of the same opinion: the reason for Fraser’s call was ‘to pull down the dykes’. This was confirmed by Alexander Whyte, a sixty-four-year-old mason who had been employed by Harvie to assist in building the walls. After an early-evening visit to the barber’s at Parkhead cross for a shave, Whyte noted that a ‘considerable’ crowd had begun to gather, to consider ‘measures for taking down the walls erected on Mr Harvie’s property’.


The walls in question were on the land of Thomas Harvie (sometimes given as Harvey), the owner of the 115-acre Westthorn estate, one of several located in the eastern end of Glasgow’s Barony parish, and in its immediate neighbour, the Lanarkshire parish of Old Monkland. Harvie had acquired this for £20,500 in February 1822, at a roup of the possessions of James Sword, junior, a Glasgow coal merchant, coal dealer, wine and grain dealer and shipowner. Sword, who had acquired the estate in 1809, for £18,000, had overstretched himself. He had debts of over £52,000, the largest of them owing to the Royal Bank.5


With Sword having spent some £36,000 on improving the estate, it was an attractive proposition. Westthorn lay to the south of the villages of Parkhead and Tollcross. The property was bounded on the south and west by the river Clyde, across from the royal burgh of Rutherglen (see Plate 1). The lands were described as being ‘all arable’ other than those areas planted with trees. Not only were they ‘fit for bearing any crops’, but according to the Glasgow Herald they were also ‘judiciously subdivided and enclosed’ and protected by a ‘strong embankment against the river, constructed at great expense’. From here and on the strip of his property that bordered the Clyde, the owner had the right to fish salmon. Usefully for a man of business in Glasgow, the gates at the northern edge of the estate opened onto the main road from Glasgow to London. Indeed, for landowners nearby, the proximity of their estates to Glasgow gave them ‘a great advantage’. Harvie’s business premises were but a short horse-ride distant.


Thomas Harvie: drink and be merry, and rich


Glaswegians knew Thomas Harvie as ‘Lang Tam Harvie’. Born around 1774, he was probably in his thirties when he began to make his mark in the city’s commercial circles. He was tall, ‘muscular’ and ‘large-sized’. Helping to give him height too was his habit of holding his head ‘as high as if he had been the Lord of the Isles’. Vain, on the streets Harvie ‘endeavoured to assume the manners of a mighty gentleman . . . with all the airs of the old Virginian grandees who previously held sway in Glasgow’. His distinctive appearance was compounded by his ‘ruddy’ whiskers and close-cropped hair. Even more noticeable was how he dressed, so much so that one of his contemporaries described him as ‘the very Beau Brummel of the city’.6 It was alleged – almost certainly exaggeratedly – that he ordered a new suit of clothes more or less weekly from Glasgow’s two most fashionable tailors, Donald Macdonald and Mr J. S. Stubbs, in Miller Street. He had little regard for the hodden grey worn by country folk and handloom weavers, or the dark clothing favoured by the many devout Presbyterians in the city, but delighted in wearing modish bright colours, such as a ‘light blue superfine coat, with glittering buttons’, and ‘white and embroidered vests of every shape and variety’. Tight pantaloons covered his legs, along with silk stockings and ‘polished Hessian or nice top boots’. These were prepared by his groom, a small smart boy who rode behind his master in his ‘elegant tandem with two mettled horses . . . one behind the other’.


Socially ambitious, Harvie was an enthusiastic member of various hunting and coursing clubs, the most prestigious being the Glasgow Hounds or Roberton Hunt, for which he dressed in a scarlet coat and velvet cap. The event, which encompassed both Lanarkshire and Renfrewshire, had first been held in 1771, and was patronised by local aristocrats and wealthy landowners including many of the city’s leading merchants – just the kind of company Harvie was keen to cultivate. He was a regular attender at the Theatre Royal, where he kept a front seat in one of the boxes – displaying ‘ruffled linens’ and elegant pocket handkerchiefs, perfumed by Henry Urquhart – who claimed to be one of the king’s perruquiers, or hair-piece maker. The Theatre, in Queen Street, which had been designed by David Hamilton, Glasgow’s most eminent architect of the time, and opened in 1805, was one of the town’s most fashionable places of entertainment. This was unlike its predecessor, the smaller ‘old’ theatre in Dunlop Street (erected in 1782), where Harvie also had business premises. At one time he may even have attended it, as some of the performances there, in what had become a circus, were intermixed with horsemanship. But as these were also judged to be ‘minor in character and degree’, it is unlikely that he was a regular patron. The Theatre Royal on the other hand was thought to be one of the largest provincial theatres in Europe; built at a cost of £18,000 and with seats for 1,500 people, it boasted its ability to attract the country’s leading actors.7 In September 1822, for example, local newspapers had announced that a Mr Kean of London’s Drury Lane Theatre Royal would be appearing in Glasgow, playing Shylock in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice. For one night only. Adding further to the attraction was that Mrs Vaughan – from the Theatre Royal in Covent Garden – would play Portia.


Also staged were more patriotic plays, such as Rob Roy, in which ‘Leoni Lee’ sang ‘Caledonia, Land of Glory’ and ‘Scots Wha Hae’. Performances also included comic interludes, in which Irish songs were often sung and jokes made at the expense of the Irish. A performance of The Cataract of the Ganges, which involved a battle scene with ‘Mr Cooke and his unrivalled stud of horses’ (no doubt of great appeal to the horse-loving Harvie), was to conclude with the ‘laughable Farce of honest thieves; or, the faithful irishman’. But Scottish comic songs were also sung, as in November 1822 when Mr Boddie sang ‘We’re a’ Noddin’, an enormously popular spinning song that was sung – not always well – throughout the city.


What would have attracted Harvie, however, was the clientele. The announcement of a subscription concert at the Theatre in January 1827 included notice that the event would be attended by the Lord Provost and magistrates, but also the Earl of Cathcart, Lord Viscount Kelburne, Sir John Maxwell of Pollock and others including the ‘principal Nobility and Gentry of Glasgow and its vicinity’. It was on such occasions – when the audience would be treated to a performance by Mrs Knyvett, Mr Vaughan and Mr Bellamy, ‘the First Glee Singers in Europe’ – that Harvie was able to buy with due ostentation (the subscription lists were open to inspection) single tickets for the box, costing 7s, or, at £1 4s, a set of four. Despite the attractiveness of his wealth, he seems not to have been interested in any of the many daughters whose mothers presented them to him as potential marriage partners. He declined all offers.


‘Lang Tam’ had reason to feel pleased with himself. He had risen rapidly through the multitudinous ranks of Glasgow’s men of business. He was from the Glasgow suburb of Yoker, five miles to the west of the city. According to one account he had only an elementary education and began his working life as an everyday carter, sometimes taking milk into the city. He had some success too as a horse dealer. But he also had family links with the Yoker distillery, which had been established or taken over by his brother John, who also farmed in Yoker. John’s father, Thomas, had been a farmer in Balfron parish, to the north of Glasgow. It was John Harvie’s eldest son John who took over the distillery and farm, however, so Thomas (‘Lang Tam’), who was born later, around 1774, had had to make his own way in business. This may be the modest start referred to by his contemporaries. Nevertheless, by the early 1800s, in partnership with his nephew John (John Harvie’s son) Thomas Harvie had moved directly into the retail spirits business, with cellars or warehouses in Yoker and a counting house in Glasgow.8


This was an astute decision, although it was almost certainly inspired by his brother’s and nephew’s success in distilling at Yoker and the ready availability of a product to sell. Aquavitae, or whisky, was becoming increasingly popular in Lowland Scotland, in Glasgow in particular, as a taste for uisge beatha displaced the former affection for rum and claret, much of which had been smuggled into the country in places where there were long stretches of largely uninhabited coastline. Migrants from the Highlands and Ireland wanted to consume the drink with which they had been familiar. The pressures associated with early industrialisation – longer unbroken periods of work, closer supervision and harsher demands on the part of employers – increased the demand for the quicker sense of release and conviviality that hard spirits offered compared to ale or beer, traditionally the alcohol of choice for the labouring classes. Whisky was drunk in prodigious quantities too at weddings and funerals and was even a medium of exchange; grocers for example offered a glass of whisky in lieu of change. Harvie understood the market and his public’s palate – for which he concocted one of the city’s most popular whisky blends. Previously, according to John Strang, one of the city’s most reliable chroniclers, most Lowland whisky was ‘only fitted for the most vulgar and fire-loving palates’.9 Harvie dealt in both grain and malt whiskies.


From his initial base in airy Dunlop Street, where he also lived in one of the villas (in a comparatively new part of town that housed many of the leading and wealthiest citizens), and prior to his move to Westthorn, Harvie extended the business through many other quarters of the city. His carters made deliveries to the homes of well over six hundred regular customers who had accounts with him. According to the Glasgow Directory for 1821, and a legal record of his properties, along with a shop and cellars in Jackson Street he had shops in Clyde Street, Crown Street, Great Hamilton Street, Hope Street, London Road, Rope Work Lane and Stirling Street. With smaller premises scattered through the town, and in suburbs such as Anderston and Hutchesontown, these and other outlets meant that he was one of Glasgow’s best-known drinks retailers. Hitherto, most whisky had been consumed in austere dram shops or ‘tippling houses’, best understood as comfortless hovels. In Glasgow as in Paris, one report suggested, the most numerous profession was that of ‘retailers of spiritous liquors’, or tavern keepers; in 1824 there was one tavern for every twenty families. Harvie, however, recognised that there was potential in improving the drinking environment. Thus in ‘almost in every street in the city’ there were signboards advertising ‘Harvie’s Divans’, the name he used for his slightly up-market whisky shops, more like today’s lounge bars. He operated these to a high standard: it was said that none of his carters or the carefully selected managers of his clean, well-kept premises were ever fined for breaching local regulations. It was this enterprise, according to Peter Mackenzie, the radical reformer, observant and well-informed Glasgow chronicler and editor of the Loyal Reformers Gazette (founded 1832), that was the foundation of Harvie’s ‘colossal’ fortune.


Something of his business practice – and personality – is to be seen in a decade-long legal dispute he had with Hugh Dunbar, a change-keeper in Westmuir. In 1810 he and his nephew John had pursued Dunbar in Glasgow Sheriff Court for a sum of money Harvie claimed was due from Dunbar for a 69½ gallon hogshead of whisky valued at just over £55 that he had had delivered in June 1809. Dunbar and his wife Janet Stuart – who was unable to read or write – denied that the whisky had ever been received. Harvie was able to call on the support of James Bruce, Secretary to the Board of Excise for Scotland, who declared that excise records showed that the delivery had been made. Despite this, Harvie still lost the case, in part owing to the suspicious fact that he had invoiced Dunbar for the whisky some eighteen months after its alleged delivery. It was his normal practice to send invoices, which were paid in cash, every three months. His argument that it was Janet Stuart who had led ‘the pursuer Thomas Harvie into an error’ was described as being ‘destitute of truth’. Rather, Dunbar claimed, he and his wife had ‘trusted too much and too long to the Pursuer’s affected accuracy’ – and Harvie had admitted to some accounting errors.10 Harvie, though, had stuck to his guns, expressing outrage that his character had been besmirched by being accused of extortion (‘wilful or not’) and other improper business practices. Dunbar had taken the case to the House of Lords in 1820, and won. It would not be the last time that Harvie’s pleas would be heard by the country’s highest court.


In addition to whisky, uncle and nephew also sold meal and other basic foodstuffs, presumably benefiting from the family farming venture. From around 1825 the two men ran this side of the business as the Dalbeth Mills Corn and Provisions Company. Taking advantage of his access to the grain required to manufacture whisky, the Illicit Distillery (Scotland) Act of 1822 and the subsequent Excise Act of 1823, Harvie was one of the first men in Glasgow to establish a thriving legal distillery – the Glasgow Distillery Company – which comprised two former plants, the Port Dundas Distillery and Dundashill Distillery. Here, both grain and malt whiskies were produced. Harvie bought the five-acre site from John Haig. From 1790, Port Dundas, then a new development, had been connected to the Forth and Clyde Canal via the Monkland Canal. This was a boon for the shipment of bulk goods, including whisky. Sitting alongside the elevated canal basin, opened in 1790, the distillery complex towered above the city, a highly visible monument to Harvie’s pre-eminence as a successful entrepreneur (see Plate 3).


Expansion at Port Dundas was rapid. Impressive too was the range of facilities in what was a fully integrated operation: these ranged from a barn for holding grain, a seven-storey mill, a mash and yeast house, a spirit store, three bonded stores, distillery offices, excise offices, a smiths’ and a wrights’ shop, a cooperage, horse stables and tack, carts and wagons – and a piggery. Not surprisingly, vast quantities of coal and peat were also kept on site, much of the former being used to fuel the works’ 40 hp steam engine, more powerful than any of those at Glasgow’s other distilleries. The new legal environment was key to the success of such a venture. Many small illicit producers who had formerly supplied much of the whisky sold in the Scottish Lowlands were squeezed out by bulk producers like Harvie who also had the means of sending large quantities of whisky by the Forth and Clyde Canal from Port Dundas to Port Glasgow, one of a limited number of harbour towns the excise authorities approved for export purposes. Before acquiring either the distillery or Westthorn estate, and in addition to his west of Scotland clients, Harvie had established a network of customers in Ireland. Most were in Belfast and Dublin, but he sold his products in smaller towns too, such as Ballycastle, Letterkenny and Strabane. He also had a presence in England, including London, where he had a shop. Small wonder then that the Belfast Commercial Chronicle described him as ‘the most eminent distiller of whiskey in Scotland’. To his credit, and notwithstanding the nature of his quarrel with Hugh Dunbar and his wife, Harvie was considered to be an honest trader: James Galbraith of Glasgow’s Excise Office commended Harvie and his employees for the ‘regularity and accuracy . . . [of] all their dealings’. But with heavy demands on his time and energy, about which we will say more in later chapters, in 1825 Harvie transferred most of his retail business to his nephew.


Harvie’s motives in buying Westthorn were ones that most of his generation – and social position – would have understood. The population of the increasingly crowded manufacturing city of Glasgow had risen faster than any other major British town between 1811 and 1821 and doubled between 1811 and 1831 to over 200,000. Thus, early, what had once been an elegant city greatly admired by the English spy and traveller Defoe was on the way to acquiring the unenviable reputation for being the filthiest and unhealthiest city in the United Kingdom. Those who had the means were inclined to move away from the old, increasingly overcrowded centre. Possession of a small estate intimated success, and Harvie was ‘supposed . . . to be one of the greatest men in all Glasgow’, a worthy successor to the opulent tobacco lords who had strutted the city’s streets during much of the previous century. Prior to his purchase, and partly in order to gain respectability among the town’s commercial elite, Harvie had in August 1815 applied successfully to become a burgess and guild brother. That he had had to pay in full for his burgess-ship rather than depend on his father or another close relative’s connections may underline the fact of the modesty of his social background, as well perhaps that he was not from Glasgow.11 At the same time he had become a matriculated member (as a Home Trader) of the Merchants’ House.


Business achievement alone was not sufficient; arrivistes such as Harvie (he was later described as a ‘mushroom laird’ – a scornful reference to the rapidity of his rise from the soil of Yoker) needed the security of status and the trappings of power that only land ownership could confer. Indeed, given his modest social origins, Harvie had to try harder to be accepted by the region’s landed elite whose wealth had come from mercantile pursuits; most had also been born into comfortably well-off families and, unlike Harvie, had longstanding links with the landowning classes.


Westthorn was in a fittingly prestigious location (see Plate 1). It was bounded on the north-eastern edge by Dalbeth estate, owned by James Hopkirk, grandson of Thomas Hopkirk, one of Glasgow’s leading West Indian merchants and a founding partner of the Glasgow Arms Bank. James, who was one of a number of the city’s tobacco merchants who had purchased mineral-bearing land during the American War of Independence, was appointed as a Justice of the Peace for Lanarkshire, and in 1809 served as chairman of the influential Chamber of Commerce – of which he was a founder member and, from 1787, a Director.12 His wife, Christian, was the daughter of John Glassford, one of the most celebrated of the tobacco lords, who had purchased Shawfield mansion. His father too had had a hand in the tobacco trade, being a partner in Alexander Speirs and Co., one of city’s largest tobacco firms. Harvie may well have been delighted to have, fortuitously, a neighbour whose diverse business interests included brewing and bottle manufacturing. Even more of an attraction was Hopkirk’s public prominence. He was an instigator of the town’s Tontine Hotel and the Assembly Rooms in Ingram Street. He was also one of the heritors of Barony parish, a Commissioner of Supply for Lanarkshire, a Justice of the Peace and, frequently, a commissioner at the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland.13 Hopkirk was no friend of the lower orders, whom he was inclined to treat with contempt, so Harvie may well have derived some encouragement from his near neighbour as he too developed and made clear that he held similar attitudes to the people below.


Adjoining Westthorn on the west was Belvidere estate, originally owned by John M’Call, the son of one of Glasgow’s Virginia merchants and founding partner of the Thistle Bank. He was succeeded by Robert M’Nair, a sugar refiner with premises in the city centre. When Harvie arrived, Belvidere had recently come into the hands of Mungo Nutter Campbell, soon to become provost of Glasgow – just the kind of elite company Harvie was keen to mingle with. Adding further to the delights of Westthorn is that (according to the writer of the Barony parish return for the Old Statistical Account in the 1790s) it had been identified as one of several ‘gentlemen’s houses’ in the vicinity from which would be seen the spires and cathedral of Glasgow and other ‘striking views’ which filled the mind with ‘pleasing ideas of industry, wealth, security, and happiness’.


The view in 1822 may not have been quite so idyllic. In November, a schoolmaster, John Forfar, had journeyed to the west from Edinburgh. After disembarking just outside Glasgow from the canal boat in which he had travelled part of the way, he had found himself ‘enveloped in a thick and gloomy atmosphere that hovers over the ancient and venerable town of St Mungo’. The old town, it seems, was much less salubrious than it had been formerly. An army officer stationed in the barracks in the east end of Glasgow between 1819 and 1825 described it on his arrival (in October) as ‘a most melancholy, dirty, smoky city’. Even so, the tallest buildings would still have been visible from Westthorn, even if they were more often than formerly shrouded in clouds of steam and smoke.


Indeed, a few years later, Hugh MacDonald, a Bridgeton-born, Chartist-supporting journalist and poet, could still record, admittedly looking south, that ‘from every point [on this stretch of the Clyde’s north bank] fine views are obtained of [the] richly-wooded braes of Cathkin, with the spires of Rutherglen etc., lending beauty to the middle distance’. He waxed especially lyrically about Dalbeth and Westthorn, which sloped ‘gently to the river . . . clothed with fine plantations, the haunts of birds innumerable, which, as we pass, are joyously piping their mellifluous strains’.14 We have seen already that coal mining and manufacturing industry were beginning to make their mark on the eastern outskirts of Glasgow in the 1820s, but judging from MacDonald’s description of the area it would be a couple of decades before the gardens and ‘fields of waving grain’ were wholly obliterated by mills, printworks and foundries and their ‘perfect forest of tall chimneys’.


All this mattered to a self-made, self-satisfied man like Harvie who, his critics were not slow to remark, snidely, was the first carter in the city’s history to reach such heights of opulence. His supporters were more generous, asserting that a primary motive for Harvie’s acquisition of Westthorn was his desire to ‘obtain a residence where he might enjoy the sweets of Privacy and Seclusion on his retirement from business’.15 And it was on the banks of the Clyde that such an aspiration could be realised, as had been recognised more than half a century earlier by the Lanark-born, Greenock schoolteacher and poet John Wilson in his 1764 panegyric on the Clyde. Just beyond the city’s boundary, ‘Glasgow pours her worthy merchants round / Where numerous villas crowd the fertile ground.’ Over half a century later John Eadie, a preacher, wrote along similar lines in his poem ‘The Clyde’, in which he favourably compared the river flowing through Glasgow with the others in Scotland and indeed across the world, even the Amazon, the Danube and the Rhine. Like Wilson, Eadie waxed eloquently about the ‘tribes’ that lived along the banks of the Clyde, before concluding the fifth stanza with the couplet ‘What villas grand and pop’lous towns / By its fair splendour show.’ Eadie’s reference was probably to the owners of ‘houses of an expensive description’ near the Broomielaw: Adelphi Street, Great Clyde Street and East Clyde Street and vicinity, that is, on both the north and south banks of the river. After the area was laid out and the houses built, their owners, ‘in order to prevent any nuisances’, had bought from the town council at great expense the land between their properties and the river. This had been landscaped into a gentle slope and planted with ornamental trees.


So keen was Harvie to join them, but at an even more desirable location, that he paid somewhat more for Westthorn than the upset (or the lowest acceptable) price of £19,500 set by James Sword’s agents. He was familiar with the area, as he had already been supplying hogsheads and casks of whisky to innkeepers (or change-keepers) in the vicinity.


Within a short time of taking ownership of his new property, Harvie set about realising his aspirations. He was at one with others in the neighbourhood who were improving and modernising their newly acquired property. The enlargement or construction of a mansion house was central to this endeavour. The prevalence of elegant, self-contained houses ‘of the English mode’, wrote one contemporary in the Glasgow Chronicle in February 1824, was a relatively recent phenomenon, which had ‘gradually extended the city far beyond its ancient boundaries’, giving ‘to the general aspect a sumptuousness and splendour that were formerly unknown’. According to John Bower, minister of Old Monkland parish, just to the east of Westthorn, there were ‘vast’ numbers of such houses, ‘many of them finished in the greatest taste’. Harvie had no wish to be left behind. Robert Gray, whose Carntyne estate lay to the east of Clyde Iron Works, and who was the owner of the largest colliery in Barony parish, built Carntyne House in 1802. Harvie’s nearest neighbour James Hopkirk had in 1807 replaced his house at Dalbeth with a fashionable new residence. There had been a mansion house at Westthorn since 1710, when it had been the property of James Wardrop. Thereafter the estate fell – through marriage – into the hands of James Denniston, a captain in the 50th Regiment of Foot, and subsequently to his son, Alexander Bruce Denniston. It was from Alexander that James Sword purchased Westthorn.


In keeping with his neighbours, Harvie extended and modernised the existing property at Westthorn at an initial cost of some £10,000.16 No expense was spared on fittings and furnishings. This was an era of conspicuous consumption; material possessions that could be flaunted in the hope of impressing friends and acquaintances mattered. An inventory of Westthorn house after it was completed reveals that it contained two or more dining rooms, a drawing room, at least six bedrooms, most with dressing rooms and one with an expensive ‘treble bronze chandelier’, several parlours and a laundry and pantry. The principal rooms were lavishly furnished, with many yards of Brussels carpeting (even the butler’s pantry was floored with 25 yards of it). There were countless mahogany chairs, some with elbows and ‘red Morocco bottoms’, a full-sized billiard table, sideboards and bedsteads, and rosewood tea tables. Windows were curtained in damask, along with venetian blinds. The cutlery used was mainly silver. Fittingly for an equestrian, one of the paintings in the ‘new’ dining room was of ‘Bonaparte and four in hand’.17 Perhaps indicative of Harvie’s religious and moral leanings was ‘Moses receiving the table of the law’ – valued at four guineas.


There was also a pragmatic element in Harvie’s decision to purchase Westthorn. As well as being a highly visible status symbol, land offered security for loans. (The terms of Harvie’s purchase hints at some prudence on his part: rather than paying the full sum outright, he negotiated an agreement whereby he would pay a number of instalments, of £4,000 each, at six-monthly intervals.) The lands and mill were let and produced an annual income of over £700. A number of weavers’ cottages and loom shops facing London Road produced another £136.


And like Glasgow’s colonial merchants who had bought landed estates in the eighteenth century, Harvie was keen to diversify his interests. Westthorn was situated in a coal-rich district and at the time of his purchase of the estate from James Sword, boasted a going colliery. Although it was some months before Harvie and Sword’s interim factor, the accountant Henry Paul, were able to agree a price for the colliery equipment (Harvie eventually offered £200 for articles he considered to be worth only £50), the presence of a substantial coal mine on the estate was clearly an inducement. There were four seams of workable coal, accessed by four pits, three of which were fitted with pumping engines. It was a substantial undertaking, so much so that in 1823 Harvie’s Westthorn coal mines were the second most productive in and around Glasgow (Carntyne was the largest), that year turning out 36,749 carts of coal. This was more than each of his immediate neighbours, and a lot more than James Hopkirk’s 20,820 carts at Dalbeth; Belvidere at the other side was even smaller. Testament to the scale of operations at Westthorn colliery was the presence of James Sword among the combination of Glasgow coal-masters which was formed around 1813 with the aim of maintaining high coal prices for the consumer by monitoring and restricting output from the mines of members. In 1814 Sword succeeded the leading ironmaster, Colin Dunlop, as ‘preses’ or chair of the organisation. When it was going well, Harvie’s colliery at Westthorn added to his already substantial income. Some of the coal – his own – could be carted to his distillery at Port Dundas, so reducing production costs. Furthermore, Glasgow’s burgeoning population – it had doubled in size in the fifty years since around 1770 – offered a ready market for house coals. Demand from manufacturers was increasing too, with steam-power making for the concentration of industry within and near to the city. Much of this was met by the six of Glasgow’s sixteen collieries which were located in the city’s east end: Barrowfield, Belvidere, Dalbeth, Dalmarnock, Westthorn and Westmuir. At the time of Harvie’s purchase, it was estimated that coal sales might generate an income of £1,200 per annum.


Westthorn: the darker side


A potential disadvantage of the colliery for an estate proprietor like Harvie was the aesthetic aspect. Although the workings were some way from Westthorn mansion house – which stood in a ‘garden’ of around six acres – collieries were dirty, and cluttered with heaps of coal types, both large and small, and waste. At Westthorn there was a motley array of housing.18 The colliery manager had to be accommodated in a two-storey building, as did the oversman, but dotted about in no particular pattern, and of different but always small dimensions were stubby rows of colliers’ cottages, around sixty in all. As it pumped away throughout the night as well as the day, the main pit pumping engine intermittently emitted smoke, steam and rushing noises as, to a lesser degree and during daylight only, did the colliery’s three steam-powered winding engines. And within a mile or so of his property, at Dalmarnock, was the city’s most formidable steam engine (160 hp). This belonged to Glasgow Water Works, established by an Act of Parliament in 1806. For eighteen hours a day this vast machine pumped from the filter beds on the south side of the river some 2,300 gallons of water to supply the town’s better-off inhabitants. Nearby too was the smaller engine at Dalmarnock Dye Works which powered the handkerchief press. The raw materials used to make the Turkey red dyestuffs used at Henry Monteith’s factory, which included madder root, alum, bullock’s blood and urine as well as sheep dung, would have compounded the noise with nauseous smells. And even though the dense clustering of industrial concerns in the neighbourhood lay in the future, Colin Dunlop’s Clyde Iron Works also had a marked impact on the immediate environment. Like their counterparts at the better-known Carron works, ‘hoary with soot’ the ‘frowning aspect’ of the Clyde furnaces provided a breathtaking spectacle for those passing by for the first time.19 ‘A burning and shining light close by the Clyde, / Illumining the country around, far and wide / Ye bleeze like a beacon upon a hill tap’, which provided light that ‘never costs us a rap’, was the local poet Alexander Rodger’s response to what was one of the early wonders of Scotland’s industrial revolution in a poem he composed in praise of its owner Colin Dunlop.20 This was hardly ideal for well-heeled seekers of rural tranquillity like Thomas Harvie.


Although it was less of an aesthetic concern, another thing Harvie would have done well to be aware of was the mining community he had inherited. From 1606 coal miners in Scotland had been bound for life at the collieries they had begun to work at, or where they had been born, and so followed their fathers into the pit. This was a form of serfdom, which was not finally abolished until 1799, although this followed on from an initial Act of 1775. Ironically, one consequence of what was a restriction on the colliers’ freedom to move at will, either to another colliery or to leave the industry altogether, was that the recruitment of new entrants into the industry was difficult. A corollary of this was that those workers already employed had considerable bargaining power. Despite their servile status, the first collier combinations, an early form of trade union, were formed in the 1690s. Difficult to manage and prone to take strike action, towards the end of the eighteenth century, colliers were among the best-paid workers in the country. Coal miners and their families were tight knit, the former bound together by secret oaths and a strong sense of their collective bargaining power. They also had a justifiable conceit of their understanding of underground working. These were skilled men, whom colliery owners treated harshly at their peril. By the nature of their occupation, colliers were physically strong, and not averse to the use of force, if need be. Proudly independent, they were not always intimidated by overbearing masters, or the law.21 They did, however, value their spare time. Notoriously hard drinking was one aspect of this, understandable as a release from pit work, which was dangerous, oppressively hot, carried out in near darkness, and dirty.


Another of their pleasures, which was both widespread and harmless, was the Sunday stroll. For the colliers of Westthorn and district, and their neighbours, what handier a pathway than that on the north bank of the Clyde.


Harvie became a coal owner at a particularly fraught juncture in relations between Scottish coal masters and their workers. After emancipation had removed the ‘stigma’ of servitude it was easier for employers to attract boys and men into their mines. Albeit there were fluctuations in wage levels, after 1815 and the end of the war with France and Napoleon Bonaparte, when many thousands of former soldiers were demobilised, there was an end to the years of strong growth in wages coal miners had enjoyed in the decades before war broke out in 1793. By 1821 the money wages at Govan colliery, only a few miles from Westthorn, were some 25 per cent lower than they had been in 1816. Having said that, from 1821 wages at the same colliery not only rose but reached an all-time high in 1825 – a fact that caused Harvie and his fellow coal owners to embark on a ruthless campaign to break the miners’ combinations that had ratcheted up wage levels.


Prior to this, colliers in Glasgow and the west of Scotland had been involved in a drawn-out battle simply to maintain their existing wage levels. To exert maximum pressure on their employers they did their best, often through intimidation which at times involved violent assaults, to deter new men brought in by the coal owners from going into the pits. Once below ground they resisted attempts by their employers to improve productivity levels by changing working practices and challenging the colliers’ notions of what was an acceptable ‘darg’ or day’s work. Older paternalistic means of settling disputes between masters and their employees were being abandoned and replaced by the dictates of the market economy.22 Tensions grew, as did the number of disputes, and strikes, with major confrontations taking place in 1817 and 1818, without resolution.


Significantly, the leader of the Glasgow and Clydesdale Association of Operative Colliers, formed in 1816, was John Fauldhouse (or Falhouse) Wilson, a weaver who lived in Tollcross, just yards from Westthorn. Wilson was not only highly literate but also an effective organiser. By 1820 he had opened a ‘Porter House’ in Glasgow where his customers could read radical newspapers such as Black Dwarf and The Spirit of the Union and other publications including Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man. On the weekend of 1 and 2 April 1820 he had been responsible for distributing in the west of Scotland the Address to the Inhabitants of Great Britain and Ireland calling for a general strike for the recovery of the people’s rights, the starting gun for the so-called Radical Rising – the small-scale armed insurrection that centred on Glasgow and its near vicinity. Soon thereafter, as the authorities doubled down in their attempts to discover those responsible for printing the posters, Fauldhouse Wilson and others who had helped with their circulation fled the country.23 Whether or not he had had a hand in colliery strikes that occurred in 1821 is not clear, so it may simply be a coincidence that these took place in and around Parkhead and Tollcross. By 1823, however, Wilson was back home and may well have been involved. So too, in the neighbourhood, were some of his associates from three years previous. For Thomas Harvie, this was bad news.


Even had local radicals been inclined to stir it, the pot of unrest was already simmering. And it was Harvie who had stoked the fire beneath. Around the same time as Harvie had bought Westthorn, William Craig had become the lessee of Belvidere colliery, on the adjacent estate of that name. Craig was a former royal navy surgeon who had settled in Parkhead sometime after 1814. He had learned his surgical skills as an assistant on board the Agincourt before becoming a fully-fledged surgeon in 1810.24 He was in his early thirties when he took over at Belvidere. Colliery management was an unusual step for a medical practitioner to take and perhaps for this reason he was soon in difficulty. This was despite having the cushion of half-pay to support him in his business venture. The previous tacksmen, a three-man partnership of Alexander Rae, John Walker and Robert Paterson, all from Parkhead, had been forced to give up, unable to raise the capital required for steam-pumping machinery.25 However, their successor, Craig, invested heavily in the concern, above all in steam engines. He was intent on working the main coal, in hopes of exploiting the rising market for coal in Glasgow. By March 1823, though, he had run into debt, which he proposed to pay back to his creditors by instalments while still managing the colliery.


It was and is not uncommon for mining concerns to be at risk from flooding. Belvidere, though, was especially prone in this regard; if anything interrupted the operation of the steam engine of the main pit, all of the ‘dooks’ where coal was cut were liable to flood. When this happened, it took ‘some weeks’ to pump out the water. The second pit was pumped dry by hand, an expensive labour-intensive process that barely stemmed the heavy fall of water coming through the roof. Craig proposed to overcome the problem in the first pit by replacing the current ‘inadequate’ steam-pumping engine with a bigger one with a 32-inch cylinder.


His creditors were content with this arrangement. Thomas Harvie, though, was less accommodating. He made it difficult for Craig and his creditor trustees to proceed, by demanding that a five-fathom-deep stone barrier which protected his coal from water flowing in from the Belvidere mine be retained. If the Belvidere men were to carry on working, there was the risk of breaking through to the Westthorn coal and then for Craig and his creditors to be sued for damages by Harvie. The alternative was to abandon the seam. In effect this meant giving up his lease of the colliery, which Craig was being pressured to do anyway. Belvidere estate’s new owner, David Wardrop, recognised the potential of the coal under his grounds and was keen to take over the concern – and reap the revenues it could generate – himself.


From Harvie’s perspective his efforts to stifle Craig’s endeavours were justified. But it was not a stance that was likely to have endeared him to his neighbours. Craig, according to a testimonial written on his behalf by parish elders some years later, had discharged his duties as a surgeon professionally, at all times displaying ‘the greatest philanthropic conduct in alleviating the distress of his fellow creatures’.26 Not only was he well regarded in the community, but at Belvidere he had done all he could to secure the employment of his coal miners, whose livelihoods would be at risk should the water drown the mines and close the colliery. But the welfare of the collier communities in the neighbourhood of Westthorn was not one of Thomas Harvie’s concerns.
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