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The Municipal Buildings of Greenock

By
John Smith
The Progress of the Project from 1854

In March 1854, during the time of Provost Martin, it was decided that this
central area would be the site of the new Municipal Buildings which
would face Hamilton Street, and that when land came up for sale the
Town would buy the land, which was to be cleared to build a new Town
Hall. The first areas included Hunter’s Place, Minister’s Close, parts of
Taylor’s Close and north Dalrymple street.
The new Town Hall was to be the same size as Glasgow’s City Chambers
in length and breadth, but with a higher roof. At this time it was proposed
that Hamilton Street would be widened, as would Dalrymple Street.
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Provost Martin wanted the Town Hall to be built on pillars so that under
it there could be a market. Baillie Campbell did not go for the market but
would prefer the construction of police cells. He also wanted a wider use
of the space for officials’ offices and others. The homes for the displaced
people from the acquired land was not planned for yet but it was thought
a solution could be found. At this time the new Town Hall was committed
to, and planned to be finished by 1855.

New Town Hall

In 1858 Provost T.O. Hunter laid out the first harbour plans in the East of
the town, including a graving dock. Also in 1858 the Police Hall in
Taylor’s Close was opened. This replaced the Town Hall which had
served from 1776.
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This evolved into

This shows the Post Office moved from its original position in the
basement of a bank in William Street.
Little else was done in developing the Hamilton Street site till the 1875
The Artisans and Labour Dwelling Act was passed by Parliament. Mr J.J.
Grieve, former MP for Greenock, and former Provost, made the Act
applicable to Scotland. Greenock was one of the first towns to set up an
Improvement Trust in 1877 to move forward by gaining the extra land for
the New Town Buildings under Provost Lyle

Provost Lyle
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The Improvement Trust managed an improvement scheme of eight full
acres, of which four and a half acres would be for the new Municipal
Buildings. This area held a population of 2,700. The full site was from the
Vennel to East Quay Lane. The scheme required the demolition of 605
houses unfit for human habitation. It would widen Dalrymple Street and
Shaw Street. It would also widen Hamilton Street, the Vennel and
Taylor’s Close.
In 1877 Cowan’s Corner became a major headache for the Town Council
and eventually meant radical changes to the whole of the Municipal
Buildings project.

All the land needed was purchased before the start of the project in 1880,
except for this one piece. The Cowan’s Corner land had been feued a long
time. It comprised three sites. Two dated from 1761 and the third from
1776. It was at the north corner of Cathcart Square and Hamilton Street,
and was owned up till 1867 by Robert Cowan, a Greenock business man.
When Robert died his daughter Jane Boyd Robertson inherited the
properties. (In 1862 she had married Lawrence Bennet Robertson, a
Glasgow merchant.)
Lawrence would not sell the land to the Council for the £11,200 they
offered in August 1877. The rumour was that he wanted £16,000. He
didn’t like their offer and would not go to arbitration. While this dispute
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was on Robertson kept his properties empty for seven years whilst round
him the Municipal Buildings rose up.
In May 1878 there was an exodus of all the inhabitants from their
unsavoury quarters in Taylor’s Close. The clearance started in the
morning, and the street was full of furniture and bedding. The occupants
as a rule left their wretched tenements very unwillingly, and a few of
them had to be locked out of their old houses, even after all their goods
were in the street. Several hundred were ejected. The workmen
immediately started to demolish the buildings.
In June 1878 the Low Vennel was also cleared of tenants, and the old
rickety buildings boarded up awaiting the hammers of destruction.
The projects created in 1877 included the James Watt Dock project with
the new Town Buildings. The first sod of the James Watt Dock was cut
on the 1st of August 1878.
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In October 1878 allowance was made to accommodate any loss of
housing of sitting tenants after construction began. Four acres were found
between Dempster Street and Prospecthill Street near Cowdeknowes
Dam.
In February 1879 an estimate for workmens’ costs were set out. Unskilled
workmen were to be paid 1/8 per day (10/- per week) and skilled
workmen 2/6 per day (15/- per week).
In March 1879 the values of the properties that were to be rejuvenated
were estimated. Hamilton Street was 200 yards long and valued at £25
per yard. Dalrymple Street was 187 yards long and £10 per yard. The rest
in the centre was 742 yards at £3 10/- per yard.
The winning Competitions and Architect.
In January 1879 the advert for the plans for the Town Building project
was placed all over Britain.
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The plans that were submitted all followed instructions in that they only
showed the south face and the west face of the new buildings. The north
face was not presented by any competitor.
They also included the layouts of the internal arrangements.
The cost for the New Municipal building (excluding the cost of the land)
was not to exceed £80,000.
In February 1879 it was proposed to close Taylor’s Close to commence
the project. It took till the 10th November to get the last shop owner out.
In May 1879 fifty plans were displayed in the Saloon of the Town Hall. It
appeared out of the fifty, ten were being taken seriously.
There was a partial list of names, or rather, noms de plume) of plans
leaked out of the Council:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hope
Qui dit Progrès dit Labour
Renaissance #1
Nisi Dominus Frustra
Art and Science
Half Penny Postage Stamp
Honi soit qui mal y pense
Renaissance #2
Hercules

In June 1879 Mr Barry, the judging architect, arrived from London to get
his first look at the proposed plans. Charles Barry (Jnr) (1823–1900) was
the President of the Society of British Architects.
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He was an English architect of the mid-late 19th century, and eldest son
of Sir Charles Barry who had designed the Houses of Parliament. Of the
fifty plans on view he was to choose six, out of which the top three would
be chosen.
In August 1879 an estimate was made of the yearly rental from the new
shops and dwelling places to be constructed in the new buildings.
•
•
•
•
•

Hamilton Street to Taylor’s Close: £2,339
Taylor’s Close and Dalrymple Street (shops and houses): £629
Offices in the new buildings: £1,210
Public offices: £1,776
Police Department, including cells: £808

So total gross rent would be £6,750 and net rent £5,407. This would quite
easily service the debt for the new buildings
Also in August 1879 Mr Barry sent his selection of the six best plans:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Art and Science
Omega
Let Greenock Flourish
Qui Dit Progrès Dit Labor
Ciconia
M.B

£88,000
£64,000
£73,000
£76,000
£83,000
£70,000

There was a great deal of worry among the local Councillors about
meeting the cost of the new Municipal Buildings even before they started.
This was because a recent previous Corporation project failed badly in
cost.
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The Smithston Poorhouse scheme was estimated at £40,000 and
finished up costing £100,000.
On 22nd September 1879 the Council approved of the top three plans with
the plan Art and Science the winner.
The three plans were:
1. Art and Science

H and D Barclay, Glasgow.

Note that H and D Barclay had the foresight to show the south face with a
possible Cowan’s Corner piece not being there
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2. Omega

Mr Beatson Habershon, Ealing.

3. Let Greenock Flourish
W.L. Moffat and Aitken, Edinburgh.
No plans of this proposal are available.
H and D Barclay stated the Municipal Buildings were to be in
Renaissance style. The building was four storeys with attics, and in some
places five storeys. The elevations facing Hamilton Street and Cathcart
Square would be very ornate. Niches would be provided in the stonework
for statues of distinguished Greenockians.
A tower of 180 feet was included on the frontage of Cathcart Square to
break the connection of the Town Building with the tall neighbouring
buildings. The tower was to be finished with a dome, giving the grandest
of outlines.
There were to be shops and dwelling houses that would give revenue. The
houses in the Municipal Buildings of two or three rooms each were on the
third or attic floors and accessed by separate stairs. Minimum ceiling
height was nine feet, and minimum capacity one thousand cubic feet for
each apartment. There was to be a large fireproof apartment of about 600
square feet for storing public records.
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Some Councillors planned to trim the costs. The plan included £9,000 for
the ornamental parts and there were mumblings to cut these.
On reflection, Mr Barry’s work of choosing the best plan (his fee was
£150) didn’t meet with everyone’s satisfaction. He was thought to have
selected the best in the Art and Science plan but the other five of his
choices were considered to be of much lower quality.
On confirmation of the winner, the architect’s plan was to prepare to start
building in the spring of 1880.
The first part to be built in 1880 was the new Police Station in Dalrymple
Street. There were to be 38 cells on the four floors.

Typical Victorian Cell

Each cell was nine foot six by six feet with fourteen foot ceilings. Each
cell could have three prisoners, so the jail could hold 114 prisoners.
In December 1880 the architect Hugh Barclay announced that the second
phase had been completely remodelled. The north wall of the Town Hall
was to be removed and a new facade to be built in line with the new
buildings east and west of the hall. This allowed access and space for
artistes and orchestra to the Town Hall. The inside of the Town Hall was
also remodelled at an additional cost of £24,000. It was also at this time
that the Council realised they would not get Cowan’s Corner, and planned
it out of the Town Buildings.

12

In May 1881 Jane Boyd Robertson died but that did not dampen the
resolve of her husband.
In June 1881 a second headache came from Cowan’s Corner for the
Council. The Council wanted to widen Hamilton Street, but the line they
chose would have left Mr Robertson’s newly planned Cowan’s Corner
buildings jutting out four feet into the modified street. The Council had to
go legal, and won a judgement that forced the new Cowan’s Corner
properties to set back four feet to align with the new Municipal Buildings.
Mr Robertson however was smart enough to get compensation of £1,043
in 1886 for his concession of four feet. Did the Council breathe a sigh of
relief when Lawrence Bennet Robertson died in 1889? Cowan’s Corner
properties survived till the bombing of 1941.

The James Watt Dock foundation stone was laid on the same day as the
foundation stone for the New Town Buildings.
This was Saturday, 6th August, 1881. Provost Campbell laid both stones.
The site of the foundation stone for the new Municipal Buildings is at the
north east of the four pillars on which would rest the Tower. A second
plain glass jar was buried and contains many coins and objects which are
very similar to the glass jar buried at the foundation stone of the James
Watt Dock earlier in the day.
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A curious incident happened at the Banquet held that night in the Town
Hall. Five hundred people attended. To show how modern Greenock was
the refurbished Town Hall was lit by electric light. A generator powered
the two large electric lights in the hall. One light shone
steadily and clearly. The other had its problems. This one
was positioned over the head table. Early in the night the
large glass globe shattered, and pieces fell directly on
Provost Campbell and Sir Michael Shaw Stewart. They
were very startled, but unhurt. Did they look on it as an
omen?
In 1880 another outside complication had arose that gave some anxiety to
the Councillors. Glasgow decided also to build new municipal buildings.
They also had a similar contest, but their cost of the building alone was to
be £150,000. The total cost including land was estimated to be £800,000.
It drew in, they said, 724 plans. The winning architect was William
Young of Paisley, and Glasgow City Chambers opened in 1888.
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Glasgow City Chambers

In August 1881 major changes to the original plan were agreed on. The
feature that was noted by the Councillors about the Glasgow Buildings
was the height of its highest point. So the Councillors of Greenock
changed the height of the Victoria tower. This was now to be 245 feet
high, just a few feet taller than the tallest point on the Glasgow building,
(up from 180 feet). Several upper stories were be used as safe rooms. A
spiral stair gave access to each floor. The lower floor was to be used as
offices.
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This was also when the councillors were finally aware that Cowan’s
Corner was not to be in the plan and the balance of the building’s overall
look had to be changed. So it was not thought right to put French style
towers as planned in the original layout of the Buildings.

The northwest and southwest corners were now being finished with
towers that had domes similar to the Victoria Tower. The other corners
would not have towers. The intermediate bays were now to be finished as
attic pediments and the cornice of the pediments being supported by
caryatid figures. The pediments were richly finished with friezes, and
towers with domes and statues.
By 1884 the Council wanted the new Saloon in the Town Hall ready so
that they could move in as soon as possible. In the same year the new
Police Station was opened by Provost Wilson. This allowed the
Municipal Buildings to begin their working life.
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H and D Barclay made a lasting impression in the Inverclyde area. They
were busy architects and supplied their services to many projects in what
is now Inverclyde.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

1879 Greenock Municipal Buildings
1879 St Andrew’s Free Church
1884 Jean Street School Port Glasgow
1884 East Crawford Street School
1886 Highlanders’ Academy replacement
1886 Clune Park School Port Glasgow
1908 Watt Memorial School
1909 Highholm School Port Glasgow

Click here for the final part of this series, which will try to be a guide to
the many decorations that adorn the Municipal Buildings and allow an
informed tour to be had of the Municipal Buildings’ exterior.
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