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Introduction to William Street
The historical review you are starting out to read is about William Street
in Greenock. It is not about today’s street. It is about the busy William
Street of almost 200 hundred years ago and about a selection of the main
characters who lived and worked in William Street in those days.

Modern William Street
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Modern William Street is now a drab cul de sac that has been cut down in
size from its former vibrant self. The northern end of William Street that
led onto the East and West Harbour Breast, once the site of the Town’s
Fish Market, disappeared completely between 1923 and 1938. William
Street has since lost its important place in the life of the town. Today
there are shells of some of the old buildings such as the Dutch Gable
House, but none is full of the bustle of life that filled William Street in the
past.
The Pink area
shows the Harbour
and New Street
leading to Cathcart
Square

Roy’s map, about 1750

Looking up William Street about 1850
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William Street is one of the oldest streets in Greenock and sits at the very
centre of the old historic centre of the town, near Cathcart Square and
the Municipal Buildings. It was created in 1751 as New Street and was
renamed in 1775 William Street after William Alexander, the first house
owner. The street ran from Cathcart Square north to the town’s original
harbour that was completed for a total of £5,555 in 1707 as a larger copy
of its rival’s (Port Glasgow).
William Street in Greenock was a key centre of town activity at a very
dynamic time in the life of Greenock when the town was evolving rapidly
between about 1840 and 1880. Massive changes were taking place to
Greenock’s trade, culture and size. This was the time of the Industrial
Revolution, and Glasgow was becoming more powerful and taking away
trade from Greenock. Ships were increasing in size and Greenock’s
harbours were too small for them. Coal gas pipes had been laid in
William Street in 1827 bringing heating and light to poor and rich and
fuelling the steam engines of the sugar refineries. The first railways had
arrived in 1841 opening up trade. Shipbuilding and sugar refining now
dominated the town and its wealth. William Street was at the heart of the
community and was the main doorway for all the sea traffic that flowed
into the town.
Introduction to Five Town Leaders

Carbery

Neill

M’Ilwraith

Hunter

With this upheaval going on in Greenock there appeared prominent
leaders who picked up and ran with the opportunities that presented
themselves.
In the second part of this narrative you will meet five of these leaders and
explore their place in Greenock’s history. At least one feature they will
have in common is that they spent a large part of their social and
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commercial life in William Street either in offices or, for some, in
residence.
The five people are Claud Marshall jnr, Charles Carbery, Robert Neill,
Hew M’Illwraith and Thomas Hunter.
They span the forty years of time between 1840 and 1880,and through
their efforts they changed enormously the life of the town. Two of them
became town provosts: Thomas Hunter in 1855 and Robert Neill in 1871.
They and the others were heavily involved with the setting up of town
institutions and the running of them.
These institutions were, for example, the poorhouses and the justice
system. At least three of them (Hew M’Ilwraith, Robert Neill and
Thomas Hunter) were Baillies and Justices of the Police, Other
institutions were the Academy and the new Cemetery. They were also
involved with the Irish Catholic community, and in the late 1840s in the
treatment of cholera.
William Street – The Overview

William Street

Map of William Street and Harbour in 1857
First of all, William Street itself is the backdrop for all this activity.
It is a very old site in Greenock.
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Numbering System used for William Street
The William Street numbering system has been fairly stable with the odd
numbers being applied to the buildings on the East side of the street and
the even numbers were applied to the West side. The only fuzziness was
how high the numbers went to. At one time from the street directories the
odd numbers went up to 17 and the evens went up to 16. Here, in a
pragmatic approach, the numbers are as stated in trade directories of
individual years over the forty years of interest.
Why would you consider William Street as being right at the centre of the
town’s businesses?
Let’s start by looking at the street in 1840.
At that time in William Street there were five shipping agents dealing
with the booming harbour trade, two newspapers (the Observer at #16
and the Advertiser at #3), fire and insurance agents for ships and cargoes
and at #1 William Street there were the Justice of the Peace offices and
the Town Council lawyers, Williamson and Glassford.
For visitors and incoming sailors there were several respectable lodgings
at #8 and #9 William Street. These probably took care of the transient
sailor population that disembarked from and re-boarded the ships moored
at the East and West Breast at the bottom of William Street.
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William Street

Harbour Plan in 1857
The sailors would also have filled the many pubs in William Street and
on the Harbour Breasts.
The street also had high status fashion stores. There was the London Hat
Depot that sold fashionable satin hats at #4 William Street; in competition
with the hat store there was a Beaver and Seal Hat store at #16. There was
also a boot and shoe warehouse at #5.
There were high quality nautical instrument makers and clockmakers. In
1853 there were in fact seven watchmakers. There were also some
jewellers at #10.
One outstanding technician that shows the quality of craftsmen in the
street was Duncan M’Gregor at #5, aged forty in 1847. He constructed
marine chronometers. They were vital for calculating longitude by the
method inspired by the watches of John Harrison. The ones Duncan made
were approved by the Admiralty and so sold to ships’ captains for the top
price of £45 which was more than a year’s salary of an ordinary seaman.
He also displayed his skills in 1863 when it was proposed that a time gun
be set up in Greenock Harbour at the Albert Quay. This would give
everyone in Greenock a very accurate time marker to set all time pieces at
the one time. An electric signal was to be sent at precisely one o’clock
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Greenwich Mean Time from the Royal Observatory in Edinburgh and a
gun be shot off automatically. Captain Farquhar of HMS Hogue lent a
32lb gun to the town for this purpose. The Glasgow and Greenock
shipping company gave the use of their private wire to transmit the signal
from Edinburgh, and Duncan M’Gregor made the mechanism to pass the
spark to the gun. It was successfully tried out on the 21st November 1863
but then discontinued.
There were also shops selling down to earth things, such as vintners,
ironmongers and grocers (at #12). There were drapers, ship chandlers and
ship owners .
There were medical services on the street such as Dr Fox at #15. He was
a surgeon and general practitioner. He was born in Ireland in 1816, and
educated in Edinburgh and London. When there was cholera around in
1849 he was the doctor who was responsible for the East side of William
Street. If you were unfortunate and died, there was also an Undertaking
Establishment run by J&D M’Gregor at 16 William Street.
Some merchants did things outside their normal trade. Charles Carbery
(whom you will meet later) a merchant clothier and toyseller and seller of
all kinds of other things at #14 and #12 also occasionally sold houses. D
M’Anulty, who was a clothier at #10 William Street, touted a series of
land packages for emigrants to move to Texas in the USA. The land he
sold was south of San Antonio, with the ship leaving from Greenock
going to Galveston direct. Herriot and Son were auctioneers at #10
William Street, but they didn’t have room in William Street so they held
their auctions in the large hall at the Buck’s Head Inn. During the Irish
Famine in 1845 James Gallacher, fruiterer and poulterer, made the effort
to obtain a number of hogsheads of potatoes from Ireland free from
disease. Alexander Shearer was an ironmonger at #9 William Street. He,
if you asked, would let you his salmon fishing station for three nets. Miss
Kirkwood at #5 every year for a few days in December would sell fresh
geese and turkeys. So whatever made a commercial profit was engaged in.
Successful traders were also generous to local good causes. All local
services needed contributions. None was State supported. William Street
vendors, for esample, believed in the ragged schools set up for destitute
children. James M’Crossan of #11 William Street and a clothier, out of
kindness donated forty “neck comforters” to the Ragged School.
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Five Public Houses

The Five Public Houses
Lastly, there were five public houses at one time in the street: at #7 the
Britannia Tavern (of which little is known ), at #6 the Watt Tavern and at
#12 the Museum Tavern. The Albion Tavern, run by Arthur Davies, was
at #4, and the Buteshire at #2 was run by a lady, Grace M’Phie. In 1863
the Albion Tavern was taken over by William Teirney and moved to #2
William Street. Not a fully happy move as William Wilson, a boatman,
was sent to the Bridewell prison for 20 days for assaulting Mr Teirney
that year.
The Museum Tavern was at #12 on the West side of William Street and
was owned by Thomas Harris. Even today publicans like to have an
attraction that will bring in customers. Thomas built himself a reputation
of being skilled at preserving birds, quadrupeds and reptiles and
displaying them in his Museum Tavern. One incident illustrates his fame.
A bird fancier in Port Glasgow hung out at his window in his usual way a
beautiful canary in a cage. The cage and bird were pounced on, whilst the
canary sang, by a fine kestrel. The cage and the two birds crashed into the
middle of the room and the kestrel proceeded to feast on the canary. A
servant came in and with presence of mind shut the window, trapping the
kestrel. The bird was captured with some help and sentenced to taxidermy.
So the bird was put to death with tobacco smoke and then transferred to
Mr Harris where it was stuffed.
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The Watt Tavern was at #6 at the corner of the old Shaw Street. It fronts
onto William Street but on its North side it fronts onto Shaw Street, or as
it was later known, Dalrymple Street. This building was the site of the
house of James Watt’s father. That house was thought to have been torn
down in 1796. It is thought by many to be the birthplace of James Watt of
steam engine fame. He was the inventor of the separate condenser for
steam engines. The Watt house faced the harbour and the Watt chandler
shop and instrument works would have likely occupied the space that #2
and #4 William Street did in 1841.
.

2 and 4 on the west side of William Street
The Watt Tavern was run by Robert Winton and he was renowned for
buying up oysters from Loch Fyne and selling them to his favoured
customers. Oysters were available every year for ten years till Mr Winton
died
William Street may have been at the upper spectrum of shops yet it still
had its crimes and violence. Clothes shops were targeted frequently, but
there was swift and strong punishment. Charles Carbery lost six pairs of
braces at #12 and the thief immediately pawned them and got caught. She
got 20 days in jail.
A young man of fifteen stole a woollen shirt from Patrick M’Govern at
#7 William Street and was sent to the Bridewell Prison in Bank Street,
Greenock.
William Kelly, a grocer, was another victim. People who climbed onto
his roof using a ladder at #9 William Street broke into his shop. They got
in by a skylight, wrenched bricks from the wall and stole 40lbs of tea, 30
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lbs of cheese and a ham. They were caught and the man got 14 years, but
the woman was freed.
Alexander Higgins in 1845 was sent to the Bridewell for ten days for
being drunk and disorderly and gathering a great crowd in William Street.
Some punishments were severe. John Doak pilfered 3/6 from the Albion
Bar till and got 14 days in jail.
Not everyone was successful in business. John M’Cosker, clothier at #5
William Street closed his doors in 1867. He owed £1000, and used
Greenock’s gate to the world by absconding to New York with £200.

Banks and Post Office (#11 and #13) .
William Street’s make-up changed as the years passed towards 1880.
Two or three major additions changed the character of the street and
upped its respectability.
One change was the pulling down of the old buildings south of #9 in 1861
These were old tenements and were sold for £2600 (equivalent to a
modern value of £260,000). With them being torn down some local
history was lost. In 1849 the Greenock News was published there, but
briefly. Mr Andrew Johnstone in 1850 published the Greenock Record
there also, but that only lasted four months
On the freed-up ground there was built the British Linen Bank at #13
(eliminating #15 and #17), the Greenock Provident Bank at #11, and the
Post Office (also at #11).
The two banks lasted for many years. The Post Office was the central one
of the town. Two others at Rue End and West Blackhall Streeet could
send telegrams but only William Street could receive them.
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The Five Outstanding Characters

Offices of the Five Characters
As you have seen William Street was a busy town street. It is now time to
tell briefly the stories of some key people who spent the majority of their
working lives based on William Street. These are people who worked in
offices there for many years and became heavily involved with
Greenock’s civic and business activities.
The five William Street people are Claud Marshall, Charles Carbery,
Robert Neill, Hew M’Illwraith and Thomas Hunter. All of them were
based at William Street and interacted with each other in several ways in
their common interests for most of their working lives
How is so much known about them?
It is possible to gain good insight into these individuals and their opinions
and attitudes because they were public people and their words and
thoughts were reported in the two main newspapers, the Greenock
Advertiser and the Greenock Telegraph. It was also very helpful that to
fill the newspapers what was said at the civic meetings of the town,
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particularly Town Council meetings were written down in full, so you get
the original words spoken in sometimes heated debates.
One episode that illustrates this was captured in full when Councillor
James Beith turned up to a Town Hall meeting drunk, and every insult he
uttered and nonsensical opinion he spoke was clearly written down and
expanded on in the newspaper the next day.
Claud Marshall Jnr.
Claud Marshall Jnr had an office at #11 William Street. He was the son of
Claud Marshall who was the Sheriff substitute of Renfrewshire and had
been appointed in 1815. Claud Jnr, the eldest of a family of at least ten,
lived with his father in Regent Street till his father died in 1861.
Claud Jnr was born on the 21st July 1821. He was apprenticed as a writer1
in 1839 aged eighteen to a Glasgow Firm for five years till 1844. He
returned to Greenock in 1846, and in 1851 census he was thirty and lived
in 29 Regent Street with his father. He became a writer in 1854, aged
thirty-three and was based in a law office at #11 William Street for the
rest of his life.
Claud Jnr appears to be a bit of a rebel even at the age of 48, as at the
opening of the new Courthouse in 1869 he refused to wear the official
gown at the opening ceremony and so wasn’t acknowledged by the sheriff.
Claud Jnr also had a very civic side. From its beginnings round about
1849, when his father was a leading campaigner, he became the zealous
secretary of the Ragged School in Greenock, a type of school described as
“certified to receive vagrant and destitute children and then mould and
teach them to become useful citizens”. Claud Jnr managed the law
dealings with the trustees and handled various land transactions for them
using his skill as a writer.
The idea for a Ragged School was first put forward in 1849 in Greenock
and in 1857 after eight years of success and campaigning a new school
was built in Captain Street across from the Poorhouse. It was a plain brick
building with classrooms, dormitories and a teacher’s house.

1

In Scots Law, a lawyer /solicitor
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In 1871 the Ragged School had expanded to premises in Wellington
Street, Captain Street and Holmscoft Street and Claud Marshall was still
the Secretary.
The plan on which these schools were run was that the children received
an allowance of food for their daily support. They were instructed in
reading writing and arithmetic, trained in industry by employing them
daily in such sorts that are suited to their years, taught the truths of the
Gospel, making the Holy Scriptures the ground work of instructions and
on Sundays the children receive suitable religious instructions.
It had a high profile in the town with Sir Michael Shaw Stewart as its
President.
Hew M’Ilwraith knew Claud Jnr for many years as Hew had been on the
original Board of the Ragged School in 1849.
Claud Jnr in his office at #11 was also the clerk to the Trustees for the Sir
Gabriel Woods Marine Asylum and in this capacity set up the ceremony
for the opening the New Harbour, and for the laying the foundation stone
of the new Asylum in 1850.
Claud Jnr was also involved with the new Academy. He was at the
Greenock Academy prize giving as a Board member in 1861. He was the
President of the Brown Society of the Academy. This was a society that
gave each year to a scholar a gold medal for outstanding learning in
Classical studies and the standard was extremely high. Claud Jnr himself
was a Classics scholar and gave excellent lectures to the Philosophical
Society on Greek drama. He was widely read in the Classics and Poetry.
Robert Neill also worked with him as a member of the Board of the
Society, as he also went to Dr Brown’s school.
He also had to make his daily living. As a writer Claud Marshall had
access to funds for secure lending of at times up to £2000. He also was
the representative of Westminster Fire Insurance. In their professions
Claud met with Robert Neill when they faced each other in a case in
Court. Claud was the Prosecutor and Robert and his brother Stuart
appeared for the defence. In this case Robert’s side won.
Claud’s father died in 1861. Ten years later Claud Jnr achieved the same
position his father had held, that of Sheriff Substitute.
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Claud Marshall died suddenly on Feb 13th 1872 aged 51. He took cold
and died of lung congestion two days later. His brother, Dr Marshall, who
attended him, was unable to find a successful cure. Claud’s reputation
was of an accomplished scholar, a thorough lawyer with an honest and
conscientious character.
Charles Carbery

Arthur Skivington, Neil Brown and Charles Carbery
Born in Ireland in 1823, Charles Carbery was a shopkeeper who at one
time owned two shops, at #12 and #14 William Street, where he sold a
wide range of clothing, toys and other goods. He advertised well in the
two or three local newspapers. Initially he lived above his shops in
William Street before moving to Glen Park Villa, next to Bagatelle.
Charles played an active part in the town’s affairs. A parishioner of St
Mary’s Church, his activities were mainly in support of Greenock’s Irish
Catholic community, which was growing in numbers due to immigration
occasioned by the several crop failures in Ireland during the nineteenth
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century. The community was poor, labouring, and largely lacking in
education.
Charles was a great promoter of Irish festivals, such as St Patrick’s Day.
He would organise entertainment for as many as ninety people in the
Assembly Rooms in Cathcart Street. He would sing at these events, as
well as being chairman.
An example of one of the causes he got involved with was when four
local priests (Rev. William Gordon, Rev. Charles Reid, Re., Joseph
Small and Rev. Michael Condon) charged the Board of Supervisors of
the local Parochial Board with sending Catholic paupers off to Protestant
foster homes in Greenock, and as far away as Luss and then subjecting
them to pressure to become Protestants by sending them to local schools
with no Roman Catholic teachings. Charles himself was a member of the
Parochial Board but had not been involved with this practice. He was on
the side of the priests and spent a lot of effort to stop the practice. It
didn’t all go his way as one girl, Mary Stowe, became a cause célèbre
when she refused to leave her foster parents in Luss and return to
Greenock where she would have been put in the Workhouse.
Charles had high political ambitions and stood as an openly Irish
candidate for a post on the Water Trust in Greenock. This was in 1864.
This strongly irritated local Scottish opinion. Three Scottish candidates
went up against him. They published pamphlets in which their Catholic
opponent was labelled ‘a Popish Trustee’ and a ‘rank Romanist’. Charles
Carbery came a very respectable second in the polls.
He did not ever become a Councillor. No Irish person did in his time and
the first Irish Catholic was Robert Cook who got on the Town Council in
the 1890s.
As a result of the new Police Act of 1865, he was been elected as a Police
Commissioner despite his Irish background, thus achieving one of his
political ambitions. He appears to have been well suited for that, for in
1867 he was actively catching thieves who were stealing from his shops.
Two young men had robbed a clothing shop in Shaw Street as well as Mr
Robert Smith and Co’s shop in William Street. Later that night the two
young men were caught at the railway station trying to make a getaway.
The detection of one of the thieves was down to Mr Carbery into whose
shop one of the thieves had entered pretending to want to purchase some
clothes. He was recognised and caught at the railway station where
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Charles and the police had lain in wait. The thieves were thought to be
from Glasgow trying to use the train as their escape, as many thieves did.
He became more involved in civic groups whilst still maintaining his
business in William Street. As Police Commissioner he was on all the
major committees in the Water Trust with Robert Neill and Thomas
Hunter. He remained for a long time on the Parochial Board. This
remained his passion and he was a member of the Commissioners of
Management.
In the 1860s Charles was involved with the management of the Infirmary
in Inverkip Street.
As he got older, he became very supportive of Robert Neill, even
seconding his re-election bid in the Third District where Carbery had his
shops in William Street. He supported many of Robert’s projects as
Provost.
Charles Carbery died of a heart attack on the 26th November 1879 aged
fifty-six. He appeared to be in a good financial state but unfortunately his
widow, Mrs Margaret Carbery, was examined for Bankruptcy in 1884, so
Charles may not have left everything in a healthy state. She was still
living in Glen Park Villa.
Robert Neill

Robert Neill
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Robert Neill, our third William Street businessman, had a difficult start to
his adult life. He was born in 1822 in Irvine and moved with his father,
Captain Neill, to Greenock in 1826. He married, but his wife, Jane, died
on 12th April 1848 at 4 East Blackhall Street, after less than two years of
marriage. Robert was 26 at that time. He stayed on at his house with his
brother, Stuart and his sister, Janet, who was thirteen years younger. In
1861 he moved to St Andrews Square with Stuart and Janet, and cousins
named Oliphant and in 1871 he moved to 63 Union Street.
At the start of his career Robert Neill, up till 1846, worked as the junior
writer with James Dunlop, his uncle, in Dunlop and Neill, writers, at #1
William Street. He was accepted into the Greenock Faculty of Procurators.
Unfortunately this seemingly steady life did not last as James Dunlop
who was the Justice of the Peace clerk was convicted of misusing his
office and sentenced to three months in Paisley prison. James Dunlop
died on the 7th May 1849 at 32 Brougham Street.
Robert Neill then set up offices with Stuart, his younger brother by ten
years, as his partner and formed the firm R & S Neill based at #16
William Street.
In 1858 aged 36 he was elected as a member of the Parochial Board. In
1862 he became a councillor for the Third Ward, which includes William
Street. He was a great supporter of Shaw’s Water Company, but much
against the proposed Gryffe Water Scheme. His opposition to that was
overturned. He was then re-elected in 1865, became a Baillie in 1869, and
Provost from 1871 to 1876
Robert Neill as Provost wanted to promote Greenock’s harbour
improvements to combat Glasgow and cope with the new, much larger
ships. Thomas Hunter had, in his role as Provost, put together very
detailed plans in 1857 that sought out the various sites eligible for a new
graving dock, slips and other needed harbour accommodation. He also
stated to what extent the revenues and funds of the Water Trust would
allow anything to be constructed or land be acquired. Robert’s analysis
was that the town’s borrowing powers were exhausted. It may have been
possible to build a graving dock but no more. Robert realised there was
not enough for what was needed. The Harbour was suitable for ships of
thirty years before but not for the ships that were being built in Scott’s
and Caird’s yards at the present. In the 1860s Robert pushed, using
Thomas Hunter’s work, for an Act of Parliament for funding, which he
achieved. (Hew M’Ilwraith opposed him in this)
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The New Cemetery
He was frequently indisposed by illness and had to stay at home
especially in the last few years of his life. Yet he
had seen through many things as a councillor and a Provost, such as the
completion of new gas works, the introduction of tramways, the
completion of the Esplanade project and extension of the New Cemetery
at the top of Nelson street that had been initially set up by Thomas Hunter
about 1846. To the east of the town there was the building of the Garvel
Park Graving Dock
One thing he completed that he was not in favour of when it had started
was the Gryffe Water Scheme. The Gryffe scheme, which was meant to
supply increasing power and more water for domestic needs along with
extra capacity for contingencies, was launched under the powerful
Provost Grieve. There was strong opposition from a some of the
councillors as being too big and much too expensive. There was a fierce
debate and many very outspoken newspaper letters, but through it Provost
Grieve went steadily onwards, and completed the job for which the
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townspeople were all in agreement that it was a great public work. The
water started flowing in on June 1, 1872, in the time of Provost Neill,
who had led the opposition. Provost Neill was not finished with water
supplies as he made additional improvements to Loch Thom and its
ability to supply water by increasing its capacity.
Like all good Greenock Provosts, Robert had a passion of upgrading of
harbours. The Albert Harbour was widened and with his specialist marine
knowledge he laid down the foundations of the James Watt Dock scheme.
He demonstrated many times he was a master at guiding legislation
through the British Parliament for funding purposes.
Robert was educated at Dr Brown’s School whose memory he and Claud
Marshall supported at the Academy later on in their lives. Both became
lawyers and at times they were adversaries. Yet they still remained
friends.
Robert as a lawyer became an expert in mercantile marine law and he had
a good reputation in the West of Scotland homeports like Glasgow, and in
the colonies. He wrote a standard book for mates and captains on Ship
law. His status was so high he was offered the County Procurator
Fiscalship in 1866, which he declined.
He and his brother had an interest in the Greenock Rifle Corps. Robert
Neill was the honorary secretary of the Greenock Rifle Corps at #16
William Street and his brother Stuart was a lieutenant.
Robert retired from being Provost in 1876 because of illness. He died on
the 18th March 1881 aged 58. His estate of £279 went to his son Thomas,
a sugar refiner. This is equivalent to a modern value of £27,900 which
seems low for such a prominent citizen in the town. He was considered,
however, a very effective Provost.
Hew M’Ilwraith
Hew M’Ilwraith, our fourth business man from William Street, was born
in 1811 probably at Ann Street in Greenock. He was the youngest son of
John M’Ilwraith, a cloth merchant in Greenock. Hew did not marry till
the 9th August 1847, when he married Grace M’Whinnie, who was nine
years younger
He served his apprenticeship as a writer at Dunlop and Liddell at
Greenock and then spent some time with Robert Jamieson, a writer in
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Glasgow. He attended the Universities of Glasgow and Edinburgh, and
became a writer in Greenock. His first firm was M’Ilwraith and Currie in
1836. He then worked in M’Ilwraith and Swan when Mr Currie died. He
remained with this company till 1880.

Hew M’Ilwraith

Hew worked at #4 William Street from 1836 till 1852, when Mr Currie
died. He briefly moved to #10 William Street and then #7 William Street
till 1854, as M’Ilwraith and Swan. So eighteen years of his working life
were spent in William Street.
Hew was a writer and lent money in secure loans. He represented people
in law cases and sold property in the town. He was also a notary public.
Hew filled many senior roles in the town as well as being a working
writer. He was the Clerk and Assessor of the Dean of Guild Court from
1865. He was Clerk and Treasurer of the Greenock Educational Trust. He
was elected as Dean of the Faculty of Writers in Greenock from 1878.

21

Hew was on the original Board of the Academy when it was proposed in
1847. It took till 1855 for the Academy project to be fully completed and
the school opened. It must have galled Hew that Provost Thomas Hunter
opened the school as Thomas was not a supporter for the project at the
outset.
In 1846 he was elected for the Fifth Ward as councillor. It was a
promising start as he beat Provost Adam Fairrie by one vote. He became
a Baillie in 1850 and held that till 1865. He became a Baillie but never
became Provost. He once challenged for the Provost role in 1855 when he
may have expected to win. He had been a councillor for 9 years and a
Baillie for five, and had made progress in sanitation work and drainage in
the town. He had also stood in for the ailing Provost Martin for four
months until he died in 1855. Hew was defeated for the role by Thomas
Hunter.
From 1851 to 1861 Hew was the President of the Parochial Board and
this he ran well and only gave it up when he thought the Provost should
be the President to give the Board more clout. In 1865 he was involved as
a lawyer in framing the Police Act that changed how the Corporation was
managed, and opened the door for Charles Carbery to achieve some of his
political dreams.
For all these achievements and recognition, various well-documented
episodes taken from the newspaper reports of Hew’s behaviour over the
years point to him being a flawed individual. The other four men lived
through their life in Greenock with a consistent set of principles that were
straightforward, and they stuck to them. Hew was not like that. He
described himself as an advanced Liberal, even a Radical. He was
someone who liked to shake up the local scene, which was fine, but he
was often caught out by cleverer people. They saw errors in his plans and
his explanations of them and pulled him up. Two of the best at doing that
were Thomas Hunter and Robert Neill.
One episode was when Hew wanted to cut the Assessor’s salary. Hew
always opposed salary increases in principle. In this case he stated how
little work the Assessor did, and that with a clerk he could do all that was
needed for the town. Thomas Hunter then demolished his description of
the work the Assessor does by having seen and worked with the Assessor
just in the last few months. Hew had not done this field work. All the
other councillors agreed and the increase was made. Hew was voted
down.
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He made wild claims. In 1850 he claimed that Williamson and Glassford
of #1 William Street were charging the Corporation over £200 in law fees.
He demanded redress. Thomas Hunter analysed the numbers and it turned
out the lawyers had charged the Corporation just £6 per year. Hew had to
retract.
Hew wanted to completely change the running of the gas works and sack
the gas works manager, Mr Ritchie. He wanted to not give discounts to
the large users but have all the gas users pay exactly the same rates. He
accused the gas works manager of losing money over the past four years
and so he wanted him replaced by a councillor who had no experience,
and to have the Gas Works run by a Town Committee. Hew was very
strong on committee management, maintaining that all questions should
be decided at a committee. Hew didn’t stop at the Council meeting but
also held public meetings where he whipped up his own support and
incited riled-up people to surge into the Council meeting.
Thomas Hunter took him to task again this time in public. He demolished
Hew’s analysis of the figures. The gas works had made significant
savings that had only occurred since Mr Ritchie had been hired. He
demostrated that the discounts were there to ensure the large users would
not produce their own gas (which they could do) and lay all the expense
at the town’s door. One Councillor remarked. ‘If it’s opposed by Mr
M’Ilwraith it is guaranteed to be of good common sense’. Hew was voted
down
Here is a third example. Hew wanted the town to buy Mr Scott’s land on
the west of Greenock near Albert Quay to build a new graving dock and
harbour. This had been studied by a Committee and the Committee had
said that the land should be bought for £30,000. It had then come up to
the full Council and it was rejected as the Council thought that the deeds
that supported the sale were flawed and would not be legal. Thomas
Hunter was opposed to the purchase and to support his argument he stated
that over the past four years the trade in the town had gone down, making
repayment of a loan more difficult. Hew went away and at the next
meeting produced figures that challenged Thomas Hunter’s and stated
there was an increase in trade. Another week passed and Thomas Hunter
returned to show that Hew had not read the costs and tonnage figures
properly and there truly was a reduction of dock duties and that could
seriously point to reduced revenues. One councillor’s description of
Hew’s behaviour in this case was ‘an unscrupulous, reckless, blusterer’.
Hew was voted down.
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Finally here is a last glimpse of the character of Hew.
According to some authorities, Ann St was named in honour of Queen
Anne, and when the names of the streets were being repainted during the
time that Hew McIlwraith was convener of the Streets Committee, the
final "e” in the name of the street was deleted. When Hew was revising
the list of the names of the streets he paused when he came to Anne St.
“Anne St - Anne St?” he said, in his brusque and emphatic way. "This
was named after Queen Anne, of course.” said someone. Hew said
“What's Queen Anne done for Greenock? Queen Anne! Knock out that
'e.' My mother has done far more for Greenock than Queen Anne, and she
was one of the first owners of property in the street.” His mother's name
was Ann.
Hew continued to interface with Thomas Hunter, as he was a member of
the Chamber of Commerce with Thomas Hunter as the Chairman.
Hew also was involved with Robert Neill as Robert gave the legal advice
for the Parochial Board. Hew never challenged Robert on the law.
Robert Neill once clashed politically with Hew as to who should fill a
vacancy on the Council. Hew told Robert he was wrong in his choice and
the candidate was not electable. Hew won with his choice but as a parting
shot Hew then taunted Robert.
Hew retired in 1865 from Council affairs. It may not have been a
coincidence that Robert Neill’s political star was rising very rapidly at
that time and Robert was making his mark on the Town Council and
other organisations with views different from Hew’s.
As Hew got older he lived at 37 Esplanade with his son. Hew died on
January 1895 aged eighty-four years. He was almost revered at this time.
All his deviations had been forgotten and he was sent off well, with all
the ships in the harbour flying flags at half-mast. The newspaper even
included a sketch of him.
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Thomas Oliphant Hunter

Thomas Oliphant Hunter
Thomas Hunter is the last of the five William Street men who are profiled
in this description of a very dynamic Greenock and some of its leaders.
Of the five he is a favourite because his career was so outward looking.
He lives all his life in Greenock and progresses through the town
hierarchy where he achieves stature and wealth due to his own hard work.
Born in 1812, he undoubtedly had a good start in life as he was the son of
William Hunter, the Supervisor of Excise in Greenock. After being
educated at the Mansion House School and three other schools in
Greenock he began business life as a merchant and ship-owner.
He set up his first office at #4 William Street round about 1836 aged
about 24.
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Advert for Demerara Passage
He cultivated a long-term interest in British Guyana, and particularly the
port of Demerara. Over the years he imported sugar, cotton and molasses
from there.

Imports from Demerara
Some of the ships sailing there were very small, about 272 tons, so trade
could be risky. He also dealt with the needs of the colony. He advertised
in 1848 for an engineer to be hired to keep sugar machines working on
sugar plantations. The engineer needed a thorough knowledge of steam
engines.

Passage to Bombay
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He traded in many seas. Other destinations he managed ships to and from
were Trinidad, Jamaica, New Orleans, Nassau, Boston, St Johns, Halifax
and Bombay.

Imports from Trinidad

Imports from Nassau

Imports from Halifax Nova Scotia

Emigration Voyage to New York
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He dealt as a merchant with emigration to many countries including
America. There was a period from 1849 through 1851 when emigration to
New York was popular with multiple ships leaving each year.
In 1849 from #4 William Street he managed the loading of the Herald, a
750 tons ship that was going to New York with emigrants. He stuck by
the rules in the Passengers Act of America and supplied the right quantity
of breadstuffs, pork and water to the passengers and told them tea, sugar
and tobacco could be taken free of duty
By 1849 the ships had grown to 1000 tons (Charlotte Harrison) where
the passengers got 2.5lb of navy biscuit, 1lb of flour, 7lbs of oatmeal and
rice, 2oz of tea, ½ lb of sugar, ½lb of molasses per adult weekly. They
also got water, fuel and medicines.
His agent work wasn’t without dispute. In 1852 he was prosecuted by the
Customs and Excise allegedly for breaking the Passengers Act. Thiswas
an American Act that was written because too many emigrants had been
arriving in America dead or nearly dead. The American Government had
stepped in and limited the number on the ship dependant on its tonnage
and made sure everyone got fed and watered. So it was a very serious
offence if the emigrants were not registered properly with the shipping
company and with British Customs who safe guarded the carrying out of
the Act. Thomas was accused of not giving the right information to the
Greenock Customs officer before sending off the ship to America. The
Customs officer had not been available to see the information and
Thomas didn’t want to miss the tide so he let the ship leave. The case
hinged who was technically the Agent for the ship and Thomas with the
help of his lawyer claimed to be in the clear. The judge agreed and found
the Customs complaint not proven, and the Customs had to pay all the
costs.
He traded in many things. He sold whole ships and ships damaged by
storms. One example was a Danish ship that was dismasted but had a
‘fine keel and sheathed with yellow metal’. All parts that could be sold
were sold.
In his early years he showed he was willing to make a profit from almost
anything. He seemed to have a good sense of what would pay off
commercially.
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In 1844 he was involved in the great Guano Rush that overtook Greenock
and the rest of Britain.
Guano, which is penguin and gannet bird droppings, was so prized
because you could add one hundredweight of the right quality guano to
the soil of a farm and get better yield of turnips or white wheat than from
twenty tons of farm manure per acre. The guano had to have very high
ammonia content, with very little water or bone ash or rocky material.
Before 1844 there was only one place in the world where it could be
found with the required quality and be harvested. This made guano
valuable in that it sold for seven pounds per ton. The monopoly of guano
was based on islands off the western coats of South America. A London
company held the rights.
In 1843 a Liverpool ship discovered new deposits off the west coast of
Africa north of Cape Town.

Ichaboe
Island

Ichaboe Island
The Captain of the discovery ship and a Scottish company tried to keep
the find secret, and so create a new guano monopoly. But the secret got
out and ships from all over Britain converged on the new source
extremely quickly.
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Up to three hundred ships at any one time at Ichaboe
The principal island at this time was called Ichaboe. It was part of the
Penguin Islands. The deposits were vast. They stretched eight hundred
metres long, three hundred metres wide and forty metres high. It was
estimated there was eight hundred thousand tons of guano there.
In two brief years there were four hundred or more ships plying the trade
from all over the world. The journey there and back was more than two
months. These ships brought back 220,000 tons in 1845 alone.

Arrival from Ichaboe
With the ammonia it is not hard to imagine the stench you would suffer in
these ships during the two months, and how would you ever get the
stench away if you wanted to carry something else? There was also a
major problem of storing in Scotland, with the people in Bell Entry and
Dalrymple Street in Greenock up in arms about the stench of stored
guano. They were doubly angry in 1845, for the Town Council had
decided that year to build up a major dung heap on spare ground at the
Harbour close by.
Thomas was linked with a local ship, the Margaret, with its skipper Mr
Burns. This made several voyages to Ichaboe
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Large sale of Guano in Greenock
.

Large sale of guano in Port Glasgow

In February in 1845 he conducted another sale of four hundred and forty
tons of guano from Ichaboe on the West Quay some yards from his office
in #4 William Street.
As a touch of salesmanship, Professor Johnston of Edinburgh, the leading
authority on guano beneficial properties, was asked to produce a
chemical analysis for the sale.
Thomas also sold gauno at the harbour of Port Glasgow in 1845. The
Margaret’s loads were worth over £3,000 each. In the end this was a
short, frenetic event. It reduced rapidly about the end of 1845 when the
deposits ran out
Thomas also sold and rented houses as part of his business. In this role he
met others from the group of interest. He was involved with Robert Neill
in civic duties and also acted as an agent in the letting out of Robert
Neill’s home
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He was elected as a Councillor for the Third Ward in November 1844 and
returned in 1847.
One of his achievements was the closing of the old town cemeteries and
the managing of the building of the New Cemetery at Brachelston Square.
The existing cemeteries at Duncan Street and Inverkip Street were
considered inadequate as they were unhealthy, unsightly and full. In
1845 he had been the Councillor in charge of setting up the new cemetery.
The land was donated by Sir Michael Shaw Stewart and the design was
done by Stewart Murray. The town’s population was 38,000 and there
were 900 deaths a year, most of these paupers. Where do you bury them
all and who pays for the pauper funerals was what the public had asked?
This project was to be the answer. The new cemetery was completed in
the spring of 1846 with the first interment in June. It was a massive
project as it took, in those days, £16,000 to maintain the cemetery for a
year, all sustained by lair fees and the Parochial Committee’s funds.
Thomas was also for years a part of the steering committee of Greenock
Infirmary in Inverkip Street just north of the Inverkip Street Cemetery.
He was on the Committee of Management since 1845. That was a time of
great concern for the town as there was widespread fever throughout the
town and also in Cartsdyke which at this time was a separate Burgh

Town Council announcement about sanitation needs
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He was a member of the Visiting Committee whose remit was to
maintain the standards of the Infirmary and its staff
In 1849 Thomas fought the cholera through the Law by using the powers
of the Parochial Board, of which he was Chairman, to prosecute landlords.
He used the power of the law on landlords who would not clean out their
properties. There were reluctant landlords such as those in Taylor’s Close.
Thomas’s business life was flourishing. In 1847 he became the agent of
the North British Insurance Company at his office in #4 William Street.
More and more roles were added as he grew more experienced and
respected. In 1851 he was Chairman of the Chamber of Commerce. In
1852 he was Chairman of the Provident Bank. In 1855 he was appointed
Agent of the British Linen Bank. In 1864 he was an agent for Liverpool
Underwriters Association. He was a Director and Vice Chairman of the
Shaws Water Company. Thomas was Agent for Lloyds for Greenock and
Port Glasgow, and Consul for Sweden and Norway. This last was a busy
post as in 1872 there were thirty-one Norwegian ships into Greenock and
ten Swedish ships. They brought in mostly timber and iron. In this role
he oversaw the docking and undocking of the many ships from these two
nations. In 1872 he set up his company, T.O.Hunter and Co that survived
into the 1920s.
Thomas was, over time, at the top of most of the town’s civic
organisations. He was called on frequently as honorary chairman for
banquets, for example in 1863 for Lord Palmerston.
Thomas also was involved in the formal positions of local government.
He was a Councillor, a Baillie, a Justice of the Peace, and eventually
Provost.
As a Baillie he had numerous cases. One type of them was particularly
callous and common around the town. This is the case of child stripping,
where a child has her or his clothes stolen and was left practically naked.
The clothes were then pawned for cash. A girl of fifteen was brought in
front of Thomas. Her name was Sweeney and she was a stranger to the
town. He convicted her of three acts of stripping and she went to the
Bridewell for sixty days.
He was, as Provost, involved in quelling a riot that took place in William
Street in 1856. Here a drunk was out of control and policemen tried to
take him into custody but a large crowd, up to a thousand , gathered and
they tried to rescue the drunk.
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T.O. Hunter’s baton
Provost Hunter was passing and went to the policeman’s aid and this
resulted in him being kicked and manhandled roughly. Reinforcements
arrived and with their help the riot broke up and a few arrests were made.
The police recognised that the Provost had stood up for them and he was
awarded a police truncheon, which his family donated to the McLean
Museum where it now resides.
Thomas became a Councillor in 1846 and served on all the committees.
He lost his position on the Council in the 1853 election. He wasn’t
popular at this time and that was highlighted by a band enthusiastically
playing in the square near his William Street office at the news of his
defeat. He, however, was held in high regard by the people who mattered
in government as he was installed without election as a Councillor and
Provost from 1855 to 1858. He was promoted to this position because
James Martin the Provost before him had died. They were political allies
and close neighbours as at the time Thomas lived at 24 Forsyth Street and
James Martin at Rosebank, 25 Forsyth Street. Thomas was installed on
the 7th August 1855. His defeated opponent on the day was Hew
M’Ilwraith.
In his family life he steadily improved his stature and wealth. In 1851,
aged 38, he lived at Viewbank Cottage on Wellington Street. He stayed
with his two sisters, Ann and Isabella, and his brother Charles. So to get
to his office he would walk down Bank Street and across Cathcart Square
into William Street.
In 1861 Thomas moved home to 24 Forsyth Street. From 24 Forsyth
Street he moved to Woodburn, 2 Newark St, in 1866. The house had
belonged to Hugh Walker, the well-established sugar refiner. It was
substantial enough to warrant the attention of a prominent architect such
as John Honeyman in planning its improvements.
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Dunloe House in Wemyss Bay bought by Thomas
In 1872 Thomas and his brother Charles acquired a beach house in
Wemyss Bay called Dunloe. It still survives and it has been fittingly
described as a baronial mansion, as can be seen in the modern photo.
It sits facing south on the east bank of the River Clyde with magnificent
views south to Ireland and west to Bute and Arran. He got involved with
Wemyss Bay life too and he helped set up the Union Church in Wemyss
Bay.
What was a great attraction for Thomas and made Dunloe so appealing
was the newly constructed Wemyss Bay railway line down from
Greenock. It opened on 15 May 1865, and after a difficult first year, it
flourished.
Both brothers used the train from the very start of the service, and on one
trip down to Wemyss Bay in 1865 Charles and Thomas travelled together.
Thomas had some business to do in Inverkip and left the train. Charles
stayed on.
The train, when it left Inverkip was meant to reach the top of the rise
above Wemyss bay and then with the brake on and under no power
slowly come down the incline into the station. For some reason, either
because the track was slippery from rain or for some other reason, the
train failed to slow down. Sand was spread on the line by the guard but
the brakes wouldn’t hold. The train could not be stopped and it rammed
into the buffers at about six miles per hour.
The train held the line but its bogie rose up in the air and the carriages
and passengers were severely tossed about. Charles was caught in the
shock and was injured severely in the back and shoulders and confined to
bed for a time. Thirty other people were injured, some seriously. The two
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crew members of the train, however, saved their skins by jumping clear
before the impact.
The brothers kept the house till after Thomas died, after which his sister
lived in it.
Thomas, who had never married, died on the 10th September 1877 at
Woodburn. He had written a will before he died. There were four named
executors. These were William Hugh Hunter, mercantile clerk; Abram
Lyle, Provost, merchant and ship-owner; Malcolm M’Caskell Brown,
Merchant; and John Crawford Hunter, ship-owner and cordage
manufacturer.
The amount mentioned in the will was £79,000. He was classed as a
merchant and banker. This was an enormous sum. A town official in
Greenock earned about £300 per year in Thomas’s time. Now this would
be more than £30,000 nowadays so Thomas, on this comparison, had a
fortune worth almost £8,000,000!
Summing Up
We have come to the end of this tale of William Street. It was written to
lift the veil from a small but rich part of Greenock’s long and colourful
history. William Street itself was, at this time, busy and ever-changing.
There were only five main characters described here but they packed so
much into their lives and they gave so much back to the town even if they
had some flaws and blemishes. Their history is stored in the local news
archives and a visit to the Greenock Library to learn more about them
would be extremely rewarding.
THE END
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