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Greenock Municipal Buildings

By
John Smith
Part 1
Describing the neighbourhoods demolished for building
Greenock grew very quickly in the eighteenth century. A Town House
was built on Hamilton Street in 1766 when the population was well under
two thousand.
For fifty years from 1800 the town had prospered and grown in size
tenfold or more. There seemed to be no end to the increase in trade.

2

The 1766 Town House

The Council knew in the 1840s, and for some time before, that the
present Town House was inadequate for a town of its size. They had been
looking for a site for new town buildings for many years.
They had first thought of placing them in West Blackhall Street where the
town already owned property. In 1853 they tried to buy more land here
but failed. It was also thought too far from the centre of town. They then
looked at the Assembly Halls in Cathcart Street but the ground area there
was too small and too expensive.
So they went back to considering their third option – a Hamilton Street to
Dalrymple street site.
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Proposed site

This site had a large population of badly housed people in overpopulated
buildings. They were deficient in light and ventilation. They were
unclean, unwholesome, filled with foul smells and entirely lacking in
everything that would make a pleasant attractive living area.
The Areas Being Changed and Why
This area, especially Dalrymple Street, in the eighteenth century was
occupied by citizens of Greenock of the highest respectability, for
example James Watt, the father of James Watt, the inventor, had a house
at the corner of William Street and Dalrymple Street.
In 1818 a new plan of the west of Greenock was approved, and so the
wealthy of the town moved to the west end. From about 1820 this central
area was ravaged by epidemics of fever, smallpox and cholera, and
deteriorated into neglected slums.
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Times were hard in at the beginning of Queen Victoria’s reign. People
still paid their way in Greenock, but it was tough. There were several
factories in the town that employed men and women and gave them the
means at least to live, if not comfortably.

There were many children and youths who also worked from the age of
eight. Most of the new population were poor Irish immigrants, and
illiterate. They worked long hours in dangerous work places.

They and their families for the most part got by, paid their way and
obeyed the law.
However the worst class of poor people were the unemployed boys and
girls unable to get work. Some of them were children of seamen who
were absent at sea or left widows and families.
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They grew up in deep poverty.
Some of the poor girls also married seamen. The young wives got the
help of shipping agents to claim £1 per month after their husbands had
sailed.
These independent wives lived by themselves away from their family.
They met up with bad characters and, having been drinking with their
seamen husbands, they took to the drink. To pay for it their clothing and
furniture went to the pawnbrokers on a regular basis.

Some of them and their children became thieves, drunkards and
prostitutes.
Young females living away from their families huddled together in the
lowest lodging houses or slept on the heads of stairs and beneath stairs
and only were seen when poked with a stick. More than a few became
prostitutes. There were at least sixty in Greenock at the 1850s. Many
lived and worked under the same roof, even in the same room. The
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newspaper of the time said “Most were Roman Catholics, unable to read,
and very badly educated”.
The worst social area of the town was bound by Dalrymple Street in the
north, Hamilton Street in the south, Taylor’s Close to the west and
Drummer’s Close to the east, the area that was favoured for a long time
as the place to site new Municipal Buildings.
In the 1840s there were continual complaints about street sanitation.
Nearly all streets, closes and courts were without running water and there
was no main sewer in Dalrymple Street. It required removal of all waste
by landlords or tenants by manual labour. This was not always done.

Out of hundreds of lodging houses only fifteen were registered with the
Police. The rest had dirt floors and were overcrowded.
The Town Council did want to radically change this eyesore and projects
were put forward for change. One of these was in 1845. This was to
redevelop the town centre with an arcade running from William Street to
Charles Street right through the central area. It would have meant the
demolishing of many buildings.
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The plan was not taken up but it is shows the extent that the Council were
prepared to go to redevelop the centre of Greenock. All the green
buildings highlighted would have been costed, the feu holders found, and
the buildings bought and demolished if the scheme had gone ahead. Note
that one of the buildings would have been the Dutch Gable House in
William Street and also the Back House. From this plan the Council
would have a good idea of what the cost of developing this area would be
in the future.

A highlighted map of the area that would eventually be developed.
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In 1847 there was a severe increase in epidemic fevers. It was blamed on
the continued influx of Irish paupers, some of whom wandered the
streets, suffering with disease. They went, or were sent, to the Greenock
Infirmary to be treated.

Others, by far the largest number, were lodgers in the wretched hovels in
the lower parts of the town where the fever spread very quickly. Many of
these places were never free of fever. When the lodger was treated and
return to their dwelling, should they be readmitted, they frequently
relapsed into a second or third fever bout. Also when a person with a
fever went to the hospital, immediately another lodger was put in the sick
person’s bed. He in turn was carried to the infirmary.
In 1849 a Doctor Bowie from London examined the town to understand
the 1847 fever breakout. He examined Split Close and asked about rents
and people. He thought the conditions he saw were the worst he had seen
for some time. The rents were far too high and he was surprised the
mortality figures were not higher.
In 1860 an eminent doctor, James Wallace, prepared data on Greenock.
He called Greenock the most unhealthy of the eight principal towns in
Scotland and listed when the many episodes of fever and cholera had
occurred:
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In 1865 the Town Council were again faced with the knowledge that they
had a problem of a serious nature when, in a bout of fever in the town,
five doctors died from the disease.
In 1868, 41 properties of 100 dwellings in the town were earmarked for
demolition. They were judged unfit for human occupation. They had
floors of earth or damp ground. Many of them were individual rooms at
3/- per week. Unfortunately they did not get pulled down.
The Town Council did try to improve the area. Previous to the passing of
the Greenock Police and Improvement Act 1865, in which the greater part
of the General Police and Improvement (Scotland) Act 1862, was
incorporated, there was no power in the Local Police Act to punish
offenders. As a consequence, prostitutes thronged the streets at all hours
of the night, and congregated in considerable numbers in brothels.

The new powers were energetically exercised, and, as a result, shortly
afterwards prostitutes seldom appeared on the streets late at night, and
there was a marked number in the decrease of disorderly cases. They did
not now assemble in one house or brothel, and as a consequence, had not
the physical ability which they frequently exercised before, of robbing
and assaulting their clients.
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It was claimed that there was a marked decrease in the number of cases of
assault and robbery since 1865. Prostitution, however, still existed to a
large extent for many years.
On the 8th February 1871 a report stated that there were 101 prostitutes in
Greenock known to the police, exclusive of those in the House of Refuge,

prison, poorhouse, and the Infirmary. The House of Refuge was a
Council facility where the Council tried to rehabilitate women that were
thought to be saveable from professions such as prostitution.

The Infirmary

When the provisions of local Police Act of 1865 were originally enforced,
and since then, the guilty women who were brought before the Court
were invariably advised to return to their friends and to obey the law, or
to go to the House of Refuge. Considerable sums were spent there in
clothing them decently and sending them home to their friends. When
these offers were not taken up, and when parties returned to their lawless
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ways after efforts for their reformation had been made, the magistrates
felt justified in putting the law in force against them.
This central area would slowly become recognised as the chosen site set
for the construction of the future Municipal Building. Safety of its
citizens who lived and worked in the area remained a problem. In the
census of 1871 this part of the town needed special treatment for the
census workers to operate safely.

Here in the area, a religious missionary was sent to work with the census
taker on the west side of William Street, Drummer’s Close, and
Buchanan Close. There his sacred position was to help earn him some
respect and help the census taker feel safe in his job. For the quarters of
Jibboom Square, Police Office cells, Bell Entry and Dock Entry
lieutenants from the police had been appointed and sent with the census
workers to keep them safe.
The first map that was shown on page 3 above showed the area chosen
for the Municipal Buildings and is that of John Wood from 1825. The
following map is also John Wood’s and highlights the individual areas
expanded on in this presentation. It pinpoints most of the noteworthy
areas in this densely populated area that are touched upon.
Individual small areas within this space had their own character, such as
Drummer’s Close, Buchanan Close, Minister’s Close, Jibboom Square,
Wellington Court, and more. This presentation looks at them and tries to
show some of their individuality and the things that went on.
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The plan is to commence a tour at Dalrymple Street and go anticlockwise
to Wellington Court and give a flavour of each small neighbourhood.
In the discussions ahead there will be many cases that have guilty people
going to prison in Greenock. It was a very convenient prison as it was
only a few yards from the police courts. The prison was on Bank Street
and it was called the Bridewell.

Bridewell
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One word features a lot in the accounts of the people and places in
Greenock. It is “shebeen”. A shebeen in Greenock was where whisky and
other drinks were sold illegally without a licence. The word shebeen
derives from the Irish ‘síbín’, meaning 'illicit whiskey'.
Dalrymple Street

This was part of the oldest street in Greenock. It appears on Roy’s map of
the 1750s.
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Dalrymple Street is at a low point in Greenock’s topography and may
have flooded often. Its other name to Greenockians was Low Street. It
was a very busy place, packed with people and night life, with four closes
off it on the south side. Everybody gathered there at night in the space in
Dalrymple Street between Drummer’s Close and William Street.

Prostitutes made many visits to the Bridewell (prison).
The whole community got drunk without worrying about the
consequences.
The following incidents are taken from reports in the Greenock Telegraph
or Greenock Advertiser.
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October 1863 In the police court a strapping good looking young woman,
a prostitute, was looking much better from a recent period in jail. She had
been awaiting trial in the judiciary court from which she emerged free.
She now was charged with an unprovoked assault on a policeman. She
pled guilty as she had been drinking continuously from Saturday till
Monday after her release.

“The drink had gone to her head” she said. She had been convicted eleven
times before. And she got 20 days in jail.
There were many shops in the street. Not all of them were honest.
November 1864 A survey was done on the traders in Dalrymple Street.
There were prosecutions for short-changing customers.
Grocer 1
Provision Dealer
Grocer 2
Grocer 3
Grocer 4
Rag Dealer
Flesher

5 light weights
8 light weights
4 light weights
5 light weights
3 light weights
5 light weights
2 light weights

Fined 20/Fined 30/Fined 20/Fined 20/Fined 15/Fined 20/Absconded

There were many public houses in Dalrymple Street and people made
good use of them. They were severely punished if they crossed the line
into lawlessness.
Fights took place every night. In one month in Greenock there were 149
assaults and 99 convictions for being drunk and incapable.

May 1865 A woman was in a public house with a number of sailors. A
second woman came in with a group of other women. They all had been
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drinking. The first woman challenged the second to a fight and assaulted
her. She got 21 days in jail.

Drummer’s Close 4 Dalrymple Street

Drummer’s Close is still in existence, but
is definitely not as busy as in the past. It
had many brothels and shebeens especially
on the east side of the Close. There was
also a passageway to the south into
Wellington Court and Taylors Land where
there were even more brothels.
A very large theft in a brothel was not
unusual. Getting the stolen things back
was.
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May 1860. Skinning a Marine—A Well Known Brothel
Helen Campbell, a bedraggled looking woman, wearing almost no
clothes, just sufficient to cover her body, and Eliza Jane Anderson,
prostitute, were charged with stealing a small bag containing six
sovereigns from William Jones, a marine belonging to the Hague, in the
house of Mrs Anderson, the mother of the latter prisoner, in Drummer’s
close, on Saturday morning.

They pleaded not guilty, and half-a-dozen poorly clad women, together
with Mrs Anderson the keeper of the brothel in question, and the
‘skinned’ marine, were examined at length, making it pretty clear that
Jones had been robbed of his money in the house, and only two
sovereigns were found. The girl Campbell was sentenced to 20 days in
prison, and Anderson to 15 days imprisonment.
“The Bailie said he was only sorry that Mrs Anderson, the mother, was
not placed at the bar along with them, as she appeared to be the greatest
criminal among them all, and he hoped the police would keep a sharp
look out over her and her house.” (Greenock Advertiser.)
The robbery of visitors foolish enough to carry very large sums.
May 1861 On a Friday night, a young man, visiting from Dunbartonshire,
was robbed of sixty sovereigns and a gold watch, in a
house in Drummer's Close. He had come to town for
the purpose of buying the stock of a spirit shop, but
got drunk, and fell among “harpies”, who stripped him
of every farthing in his possession. Several women
were brought to the police station, but as there was no
evidence against them they were set free. None of this
very large sum of money was found Nor the watch.
No one was caught.
The plight of those who cannot change their ways
December 1865 Margaret Telford was picked up as a vagrant with no
fixed place to live and no known livelihood.
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The Baillie asked her to give up her way of life.
She said “What am I to do. The police put
people in jail for giving someone a bed and
they are put in jail for standing on the street.
Are they to go and throw themselves off the
quay and put away with themselves?”. The
Bailie suggested a stay in the House of Refuge.
She refused. She was given 20 days in jail.
Murder in Drummer’s Close
March 1870 A Fatal Stabbing Case: At the last Glasgow Circuit Court, a
French seaman, named Goirand Joseph, was charged with the murder of a
black man, named Rodney, in a house in Drummer’s Close. He was
found guilty of culpable homicide and sentenced to twelve years’ penal
servitude. A short time later Mr M‘Culloch, a lawyer or writer, who was
the prisoner’s agent, forwarded to Mr Bruce, the Home Secretary, a
petition signed by all the jurymen who tried the case, and who had
recommended in the strongest terms that the Frenchman be given mercy,
setting out the grounds on which a reduction of sentence was asked for. A
reply was been received by Mr M’Culloch, stating that the sentence had
been reduced to a period of two years imprisonment.
There were a lot of brothels in Drummer’s Close over the years.

In December 1873 In the police court there were cases involving
Catherine Docherty, Elizabeth Lindsay, Susan M’Cauley, Agnes Paterson
to name but a few who were brothel keepers. All of these were shebeens
too.
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Buchanan Close 6 Dalrymple Street

The houses in Buchanan Close were two storeys and lit at night with
lanterns. It was said to be a palace of lime and stone in 1870.
A hunt for a thief who tried to hide.
February 1859 A woman robbed a soldier of his money and his ticket and
ran to a house in Buchanan Court. The soldier got a policeman and went
after her. Another woman in the house, sitting in front of a bed, denied
everything. They found the thief under the bed with the metal remains of
the soldier’s purse. There was no money. The thief was sentenced to forty
days in prison.

Another shebeen and a heartfelt confession.
June 1865 Two women were caught drinking in a shebeen of Mrs
Docherty in the close. Each was given ten days
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Mrs Docherty was charged with managing a shebeen. She admitted guilt.
She had sold the whisky for the past six weeks. “I have kept the shebeen
as there is no other support for my weans and my old mother, for my
husband will not work and drinks all he can get”. She was fined £7 and
expenses with the option of six weeks in prison.
Minister’s Close 12 Dalrymple Street

In 1847 steps were planned to be taken against various landlords in the
low streets especially those who allowed the build-up of filth. In some the
nuisances were so great the officers were afraid to approach them. These
landlords were responsible for great cost to the community by spreading
disease and throwing widows and orphans on the Poor Fund.
However there was one example of cleanliness and its advantages. This
was Minister’s Close. It was the property of Mr Turner, whose factor
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frequently washed the walls with hot lime, and as a result seldom or never
did a single case of fever occur.
Severe sentences for small crimes.
October 1850 A widow who lived in Minister’s Close was guilty of
stealing a woman’s cap and a white muslin handkerchief from a public
washing green. She got twenty days in jail.
A much more measured crime.
May 1851 A woman of previous convictions was charged with theft. She
was a servant in a house in Minister’s Close. She had been in charge of
all the clothes in the house for the past seven months. She calmly stole six
shirts, four vests, two sheets, two blankets, two pairs of trousers, two bed
mats, a ring, a gown, two top coats, two dress coats, a shawl, a hat and a
pair of boots. She pled guilty and got a severe sentence of six months in
jail.
Pawning was the way to make money for the thief.
December 1853 A woman, wife of a tin plate worker was charged with
theft of various articles of clothing from several houses in Minister’s
Close. She said her plan was to borrow them and pawn them. She got
sixty days.

Minister’s close disappeared in 1855 with the construction of the new
Town Hall.
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Split Close 17 Dalrymple Street

The houses in Split Close were not well built or maintained.
Tragic death in tumbledown property.
In August 1853 a little boy named William Wallace was playing on the
roof of an old house in Split Close when some of the stones slipped and
the boy was thrown down and died immediately.

24

Poor construction was no protection against the weather.
In November 1864 in a gale a part of a chimney of a property was blown
down and stones fell through two houses alarming the tenants.
Dangerous accidents happened in gales.
In December 1876 in the middle of another gale a huge stone of over one
hundredweight was driven off the roof. The stone rolled through the
window of another house landing on the bed on which two people were
sleeping. It missed. Instant death could have been their fate.
The House of Five Gables was at the west end of Dalrymple Street as
seen above. It was positioned at the corner of Taylor’s Close and
Dalrymple Street. It had been built in about 1765. It had features that
pointed to the fishing trade of herrings that made Greenock prosperous.

It had windows only on the shore side, which would be lit to guide
fishermen home. This building was one of the casualties of the
construction of the new Municipal Buildings in 1880.
Taylor’s Close
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Taylor’s Close was well known for the number of pawnbrokers along its
length. It was also known for the number of broken windows stuffed with
cloth, its murky and dirty stairs, and its brawls.

Severe crimes did occur and were heavily punished.
December 1873 A man was convicted of the culpable homicide of his
wife in Taylor’s Close. He was sentenced to 10 years.
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The houses were not safe for the residents.
March 1876 An elderly woman was burned to death through the night in
Taylor’s Court. She had gone home drunk and having lain down in front
of the fire the flames caught her clothes while she was sleeping
Overcrowding was a big issue. It can be seen in the record of one address
in Taylors Close.
October 1877 A landlord in 8 Taylor’s Close was charged with
overcrowding his house. There were supposed to be 3½ adults in the
house but it had four adults and four children staying there. He was fined,
with the option of three days in jail

There were four other landlords in 8 Taylor’s Close who were also
convicted of overcrowding and punished. Tenants and prostitutes would
lie on straw mattresses and on the bare floor as there was little or no
room.

Sleeping on the floor or straw
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Jibboom Square

Behind the House with Five Gables was Split Close and also Jibboom
Square. However Jibboom Square was mostly entered from the west from
Taylor’s Close. It was irregularly formed and surrounded by two storey
buildings. There were four distinct outside stairs each up to 12 or 14 steps
high. They had wooden handrails leading up to the respective houses.
Respectable citizens would not be there after sundown.

The Police Trustees in 1865 granted licences for the lodging houses in
Jibboom Square. It appears they did this very loosely.
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In one case a single apartment about fifteen feet by thirteen feet, with no
water, water closet, or any convenience had a licence for three lodgers
and the tenant and his family.
Another had two apartments. One room was thirteen by eleven feet with a
recess for a bed. The second room was much smaller.
This house was on the ground floor, had neither water or a water closet,
and a few steps from its window there was a dustbin and cesspool for the
use of the neighbourhood. This filthy fever bed was only cleaned at
intervals. Yet the premises had been licensed for eight lodgers in addition
to the tenant and his family.
The Houses were not safe but neither were the lodgers.
February 1859 A lodger incautiously
went under a straw bed with a lighted
candle in Jibboom Square.
It set it on fire and caused a great panic
in this densely populated area.

Criminals can be bold when they are trapped.
September 1860 A notorious thief boldly went into ships in the harbour
and stole two pair of trousers, three vests and a flannel shirt. The
detective who investigated found the clothes in four different pawn shops
in Taylor’s Close. The thief was then approached in his home in Jibboom
Square. He jumped out of the second storey window. He was chased and
captured. He had been convicted six times before
and was sent to trial.
Jibboom Square was the home of the very poor.
November 1861 A woman and a girl of seven had
been found begging in Shaw Street and arrested.
The family, including the father had been lodging
for the last seven weeks in a house in Taylor’s
Close owned by a “salt and whitening man”.
Neither the father or the mother had clothes but
what was on them. The child had little more. The
child had never been to school.
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The lodging house was in Jibboom Square and was surrounded by
brothels on every side. Their accommodation was a filthy apartment
without bedding and furniture.
The Baillie judged that the woman was begging but the child was not and
therefore no crime was committed. It was, in the Baillie’s summing up,
true that the family was living in the very worst place in Greenock where
where the family saw daily scenes of vice, crime and debauchery.
Amongst all this hard life people still liked some relaxation. Fiddlers
were the most numerous music makers in Jibboon Square.

They scraped the catgut to amuse a carefree crew of good timers who
paid them well. They usually came from Ireland, were pock-pitted, and
blind and certainly had no objections to a glass of whisky.
Hamilton Street
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Hamilton Street was a respectable street that was well supervised and had
relatively little crime. It led into the main town and had important
buildings along its length. The original old Town House can be seen in
the picture. Cowan’s Corner can also be seen. It was to play an important
role in the future Municipal Buildings.
Wellington Court

Wellington Court and Taylor’s Land were high on the list of most
disreputable neighbourhoods. There were many shebeens and brothels.

31

Description of a disorderly house.
November 1861 A man had a drinking shop in Wellington Court.
The place was full of all
sorts of bad characters.
There was cursing swearing
and drinking causing a very
great uproar nearly every
night. The Baillie convicted
him of running a disorderly
house and warned of its
danger. “You could be
killed”. The owner, however,
was a rustic philosopher. He
expressed his views on life to the court by saying “I think no more of
death than a chaw of tobacco. That’s my principle!”
A high value crime and an ambush in a brothel.
February 1865 A girl named Elizabeth Hood who lived in Bell Entry,
had, on a Friday, the ownership of £15 and somehow got into the brothel
of a woman named Freeman, in Wellington Court, where £14 in one
pound bank notes, and 5s 6d in silver money were taken from her by
force. One of the attackers seized her by the throat and rifled her pockets,
while another kept her hand on her mouth to prevent her crying out.
Three prostitutes were taken up on the charge of committing the robbery,
and were sent to the Sheriff. Their names were, Agnes Stewart or
M'Gonigle, Helen Forrest, and Mary Gallacher, and all had been
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previously convicted. All were eventually sent to prison. The money was
never recovered.
A family affair in illicit selling.
May 1870 Rose Ann Mulhearn or Johnstone, an elderly woman, pled not
guilty to a charge of selling spirits in her house among the brothels and
shebeens in the area known as Taylor’s Land, Wellington Court. The
house was an infamous shebeen with her daughter recently having been
convicted of shebeening. For the defence a smartly dressed young
woman, daughter of the accused, claimed there was no drink in the house.
She admitted, in cross examination, that her mother kept two houses in
the land, and that she looked after one and her mother to the other. So she
claimed no whisky might be sold without her knowledge. Another young
daughter and a son were cross examined and said that they kept no
whisky. The Bailie did not accept this and said he was sorry for the sake
of her large family that she was going from bad to worse. The detection
in this case came about, as is frequently the case, from a row taking place
in the house and the police were called. The officers reported their
suspicions to Lieut. Burrell, who then made investigations, which resulted
in the charge. She was fined £7, with costs, or six months in jail.
So these descriptions give you a flavour of what went on in the locations
that brought the area its notoriety. Part 2 of this quartet of histories tries
to deepen the picture of individuals and their lives in this ‘wicked’ place.

End of Part 1
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