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Introduction

FORTY YEARS AGO, WHEN I WAS A STUDENT AT GLASGOW university, I worked during the summer vacations at what was then the railway hotel in Dornoch, the pretty little county town of Sutherland in the far north of Scotland. One year I had to resit the examination in constitutional history the following September, so much of my free time that summer was spent in the public library. Dornoch, with its medieval cathedral, might rank as a city in ecclesiastical terms, and it might be a royal burgh to boot, but in reality it was only a village. Yet it possessed a magnificent library, whose facilities and book stock were astounding and certainly out of all proportion to the size or importance of Dornoch itself.

The clue to this disproportionate library lay in its name, for it was a Carnegie library; and not just any Carnegie library but one with which its benefactor had close personal ties, because Dornoch was the town nearest to Skibo, the great castellated mansion of Andrew Carnegie who had risen from a dollar-a-week bobbin boy in a Pittsburgh mill to become the richest man in the world. His was the rags-to-riches story par excellence.

Carnegie himself had died in 1919, many years before my time, but he had left a relatively young widow who had been, if anything, more in love with Skibo even than Carnegie himself, and the people of Dornoch spoke of Louise Whitfield Carnegie with real affection. She, too, was now dead, but her daughter, the sole issue of the marriage, was still very much a living force in Dornoch and the surrounding district. Margaret was a child of Carnegie’s old age, born when the great tycoon was sixty-two. After her mother’s death in 1946 Margaret Carnegie Miller took on the role of châtelaine of Skibo, spending her summers there and fulfilling her part as grande dame of the district in magnificent style. She took an active part in the life of the community, at a certain rarefied level, to be sure, and her endowments and benefactions, though on a much more modest scale than her famous father’s, were substantial and cost effective.

More importantly, perhaps, she gave Dornoch and Skibo of her time, unstintingly, presiding over local events or at least gracing them with her presence. The first time I saw her was at a distance, at the Highland Games held on the outskirts of Golspie: a small figure, dressed in black, with what I took to be a rather haughty, disdainful mien. Mrs Carnegie Miller was pointed out with rather hushed breath, not because of her wealth and position, but because she was recently divorced. Back in those days, this was a post-marital status only briefly encountered in the newspapers but never observed at first-hand, far less touching one’s own life, and it made the little old lady an even greater object of curiosity, an even more distant figure.

The following summer, however, I was back at Dornoch Hotel having cheerfully sought, and obtained, demotion from assistant control clerk to lounge waiter, because I could earn in tips in a single evening as much as a clerk earned in a week. This brought me into close contact with the hotel guests, as they drank their coffee and sipped their liqueurs in the lounge after dinner. In one of the alcoves Sir David and Lady Robertson held court most evenings. He was the member of Parliament for Caithness and Sutherland and, lacking a permanent home in his constituency, took up long-term residence in the hotel. He was then a Conservative MP but would later have the unenviable distinction of being disowned by his party and serving the rest of his term as an Independent.

The staff of the hotel fell into three groups: the professionals drafted in for the season from other British Transport hotels, the Embos (inhabitants of a nearby village of that name who, disconcertingly, all seemed to rejoice in the surname of Mackay) and the students, a few of whom came from Ross Hall catering college but were, for the most part, talented amateurs like myself. With rare percipience Sir David quickly divined that I was definitely not one of the professionals, and that, despite my surname, I did not hail from Embo. He soon discovered that I was a history student and that I was wrestling with Taswell-Langmead, the bible of constitutional history, which I had obtained from the magnificent local library.

One evening the Robertsons had a guest, and Sir David made a point of introducing me to her with the words that I was making very good use of her father’s library. At this the lady’s face lit up and she beamed a smile which I have never forgotten. She asked me what I hoped to do when I had graduated. Did I intend to teach? I shook my head vigorously and, God help me, blurted out that my ambition was to be a writer.

‘My father was a writer,’ she said simply. This was news to me. I cudgelled my brains furiously trying to remember what I knew of the great Andrew Carnegie, but could only recollect that he had made his money from steel and founded libraries with his fortune. Mrs Carnegie Miller was speaking again. ‘What will you write?’

At that time I had written essays but published nothing; yet I found myself confiding that I was writing a historical novel, vaguely woven around an ancestor who had been a Covenantor. She regarded me intently before commenting in her low, even, only faintly American voice, ‘Write about real people, young man. They are much more interesting than fictional characters.’

‘Perhaps he’ll write a book about your father some day,’ quipped Sir David, and at this all three of them, the MP, his lady and Mrs Carnegie Miller laughed heartily. I think I mumbled something like, ‘Oh, I could never do that.’ Flushed with intense embarrassment, I scooped up the drinks tray and made as dignified an exit as I could, studiously avoiding that alcove for the rest of the evening, or at least until the Robertsons and their guest had departed.

I never met Margaret Carnegie Miller again but this, my first encounter with anyone remotely connected to a celebrity, let alone someone who was a legend in his own lifetime, left an indelible mark. I soon made up for the deficiency in my knowledge and read Carnegie’s Autobiography, followed by some of his earlier books. And I struggled manfully through Hendrick’s two-volume biography as well as the much shorter and pithier hatchet-job by John Winkler. Then, in 1970, there appeared Joseph Frazier Wall’s monumental work. Reading this immensely detailed book of almost 1200 pages I felt a pang of regret; Professor Wall had clearly had the wholehearted co-operation of Mrs Carnegie Miller. Then, on reflection, I felt that while this had decided advantages it also had its drawbacks, for no matter how much a biographer may be given a free hand by the family of his subject, there is always the need to show restraint and perhaps to retouch the portrait or interpret events in a certain favourable way.

Many years later, my interest in Andrew Carnegie was rekindled by the news that Skibo was up for sale. Then, two years later, the 150th anniversary of Carnegie’s birth was celebrated in a low-key, one might almost say apologetic, manner. I was involved, in a modest way, with the issue of a commemorative aerogramme by the Scottish Postal Board; Carnegie’s sesquicentenary ought to have merited an issue of stamps, if not in the land of his birth then certainly in his adopted country, but it was ignored by both. Celebrations, such as they were, appear to have been confined to Dunfermline, staged in October, a month ahead of the actual anniversary and actually presenting a colourful pageant of Dunfermline’s 900 years of history which put Andrew Carnegie in his true, historical perspective. Two of the eleven scenes, entitled ‘The Green Gate’ and ‘The Infeftment Ceremony’, respectively described an episode in the early life of Carnegie and that momentous day for the town, in November 1903, when he fulfilled a boyhood dream by handing over Pittencrieff Glen to the people of Dunfermline.

The Dunfermline of the present day is very far removed from the weaving town of Carnegie’s boyhood. Like every other industrial town it has enjoyed prosperity and suffered decline. Post-industrial Dunfermline has been largely transformed. The eastern link road of the 1980s cut a broad swathe through disused, derelict and decayed factories and mills but mercifully skirted the inner city which has been refurbished and renovated. The Abbey, Refectory, Abbot House and Royal Palace are tangible reminders of the time when Dunfermline was the Scottish capital, but the city also has its Carnegie Library, Carnegie Centre, Carnegie Clinic and even a Carnegie Hall – not perhaps on the same scale as its world-famous New York counterpart, but the home of live entertainment in Dunfermline to this day. There is also the Lauder Technical College, named after Carnegie’s favourite uncle and, with more than 5000 students, virtually a university. Pass through the Louise Carnegie Gates and you enter Pittencrieff Park which Carnegie gave to the people of Dunfermline and today boasts a fine statue of him, vying with the tower of Malcolm Canmore as one of the town’s principal landmarks.

And there is the humble cottage in Moodie Street, with the impressive Birthplace Museum alongside. Actually, the Carnegie home is only half of the cottage, and one cannot but marvel at the fact that William and Margaret Carnegie raised three children in such cramped quarters, and provided the space for William’s workshop as a damask weaver. The tiny, spartan abode of the Carnegies contrasts with the solid opulence of the museum, with its glass cases containing the medals and decorations, the honorary degrees, the ornamental keys that ceremonially unlocked the doors to so many Carnegie libraries, and the extravagantly bejewelled burgess caskets. In the museum shop you can purchase packets of shortbread with Carnegie’s portrait on the label. The brand name ‘Sweetness and Light’ seems odd, but is in fact derived from Carnegie’s own favourite words to describe the benefits he delighted in conferring on his native town. Dunfermline has done well from Carnegie and continues to do well by him.

In the year of the 150th anniversary Simon Goodenough produced his excellent book entitled The Greatest Good Fortune: Andrew Carnegie’s Gift for Today. This is a magnificent tribute to the enduring legacy of Andrew Carnegie, outlining the history of each of the trusts and benefactions which he endowed, their activities over the years and even their assets to the last penny. More than anything else, that volume highlights the magnitude of Carnegie’s philanthropy, but inevitably only a broad outline of the man himself was given.

My own interest in Carnegie as the possible subject of a biography was kindled in the 1980s as a result of my work with the Burns Federation and latterly in connection with research into the great Burns Temple Hoax of 1904. The previous August Carnegie had visited Kilmarnock, received the freedom of the burgh and laid the foundation stone of the Loanhead School. All went well until the chairman of the school board, over dinner, hinted that perhaps Mr Carnegie might like to part with a modicum of the £60,000,000 he was then giving away. ‘You have spoiled my day,’ was the unexpected reply of the multi-millionaire, and the subsequent proceedings interested him no more. This brusque response affected some of the town wags to such an extent that they resolved to have their revenge. The following February Provost Hood was very agreeably surprised to receive a letter allegedly from Hew Morrison, Carnegie’s Scottish agent, intimating that the great man proposed to spend half a million pounds on the erections of a great temple dedicated to Robert Burns, his favourite bard. Kilmarnock, as the mecca of Burns lore, would be the location for this huge building. Sadly, it later transpired that the proposal was a hoax, but not before it hit the headlines around the world.

I was intrigued by Carnegie’s angry response at the time, and this led me to examine some of his benefactions at the beginning of the century when he embarked on the prodigious task of giving away the better part of $500,000,000. Gradually a picture emerged of conditional philanthropy and what I can only describe as leveraged benefaction. This, in turn, led me to a much more thorough exploration of the background of this remarkable man and a detailed examination of the convoluted strands of his character. Carnegie’s regard for Robert Burns assumed the magnitude of a religion; his conversation and his writings were frequently peppered with quotations from Burns. For this reason I make no apology for having drawn all of the quotations in the chapter headings of this book from the same source. One quotation I have forborne to apply in the book itself I shall now take the liberty of giving here. It comes from Burns’s celebrated ‘Ode to a Louse’:


O wad some Power the giftie gie us,

To see oursels as ithers see us!

It wad frae monie a blunder free us,

An foolish notion;

What airs in dress an gait wad lea’e us,

An ev’n devotion.



In writing this book I have made use of the facilities of libraries that owe their existence to the generosity of other men: of James Dick the gutta-percha millionaire who endowed the Dick Institute in Kilmarnock, and of Stephen Mitchell the tobacco magnate who endowed the Mitchell Library in Glasgow; but for sixteen years my studies owed much to the library in Dumfries, named in honour of William Ewart MP, architect of the Free Libraries Act, but actually one of the earliest libraries to have been funded through the munificence of Andrew Carnegie. My thanks are due to the staff of these libraries, as well as the many men and women of the Glasgow University Library, the National Library of Scotland and the British Library in the United Kingdom, and the Library of Congress, the New York Public Library and the Public Library of Pittsburgh on the other side of the Atlantic for much of the information that has been distilled into this volume.

I must also record my indebtedness to a number of individuals such as Robert Steward, Archivist of Highland Region, Jane Paterson and Moira Scott of the Carnegie United Kingdom Trust, Sara Engelhardt of the Carnegie Corporation of New York, John Lane of the Carnegie Institute, Bill Runciman of the Carnegie Dunfermline Trust and the Carnegie Hero Trust, the late Ian Barr of the Scottish Post Office Board and John Holman of Royal Mail, Derrick Barclay, Curator of the Andrew Carnegie Birthplace Museum, and last but by no means least, George Robertson, whose knowledge of Dunfermline’s most famous son is prodigious.

A special word of thanks is also due to my editor, Judy Diamond. This has not been the easiest of projects, but she has coped with the many problems arising from it with her customary cheerfulness and efficiency.

James Mackay

Glasgow, April 1997
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Dunfermline

1835–48

A bonie, westlin weaver lad

Sat working at his loom;

He took my heart, as wi a net,

In every knot and thrum.

Robert Burns, ‘To the Weaver’s Gin You Go’

CARNEGIE IS AN ANCIENT NAME IN THE SCOTTISH COUNTY OF Angus, a corruption of the Gaelic Caither an eige, the fort of the gap; but where this fort was cannot be ascertained, for it disappeared a thousand years ago. The name Carnegie first appears in a charter of David II in 1350 from which the Earls of Southesk and Northesk traced their origins.

About 1755 a young man named James Carnegie drifted into the picturesque hamlet of Patiemuir, a cluster of thatched or red-tiled cottages nestling in a fold of the moorland hills about a mile above the Firth of Forth. Patiemuir was a sleepy little place, off the beaten track and just the spot for a man with a past to settle. James became a handloom weaver and about 1758 married a village lass, Charlotte Walker. Later, the story would go that James was the grandson of Sir James Carnegie, fifth Earl of Southesk who had been out in the Jacobite rebellion of 1715 and had died in exile in France in 1729. It was theorised that Sir James’s son had also been a Jacobite and had fought for Bonnie Prince Charlie in 1745–46; that he had gone into hiding after Culloden and raised his children to respect the secret of their past.

In support of this romantic mystery an incident of 1770 was cited. In that year James Carnegie took an active part in the Meal Riots, for which he was imprisoned on a charge of sedition. While in prison he was visited by a mysterious lady who conversed earnestly with him and, on taking her leave, gave him a jewelled snuffbox with the initials J.C. and the date 1712 engraved on the lid. ‘James never explained either the visit or the gift, and the family had only the small snuffbox upon which to build their legends,’ noted one biographer.1

Suggestions of an aristocratic origin came relatively late in the life of Andrew Carnegie, and seem to have arisen in an attempt to explain the phenomenon of the weaver’s son who became the world’s richest man by his own efforts. Significantly, Andrew Carnegie himself made no mention of this family legend in his Autobiography, stating merely that he was ‘of poor but honest parents, of good kith and kin’.2 And Burton Hendrick, writing soon after Carnegie’s death, tells how a professional genealogist once told Carnegie that he was descended from Scottish kings, hinting that, for a suitable sum, he could be furnished with an illustrious pedigree. ‘I am sorry to hear that,’ replied Carnegie, ‘because my wife married me under the impression that I was the son of a weaver.’3

The present whereabouts of the jewelled snuffbox are not known; amid the artefacts, papers and memorabilia of a man whose life was extremely well documented, its absence is conspicuous. Furthermore, Carnegie is a very common surname in Angus and Fife. That James Carnegie was an outspoken radical is well attested. Even among the weavers, a class of men noted for their radical politics, he stood out. Apart from his qualities of leadership, however, there was nothing in either his character or outlook of the aristocratic background suggested by some writers at the beginning of the twentieth century. Andrew Carnegie and the seventh Earl of Southesk would become close friends and often greet each other as ‘cousin’ but this was nothing more than jovial banter, and not meant to be taken seriously.

Between 1759 and 1782, James and Charlotte produced six daughters and three sons. After the fifth daughter, James’s eldest son Andrew was born on 13 April 1769.4 In turn he followed his father into the weaver’s trade. It was the usual practice for weavers to travel in groups when they went to neighbouring towns to sell their finished webs. Young Andra Carnegie, however, preferred his own company and invariably travelled alone, singing lustily as he tramped the rutted country roads to Dunfermline or, farther afield, to Stirling or Perth.

Probably on one of these forays, about 1792, he met Elizabeth Thom, the daughter of Elizabeth Wilkie and George Thom, a prosperous shipmaster in the port of Limekilns. Andra, who had a good conceit of himself, courted the lively girl, much to her father’s disgust. Captain Thom threatened to cut his daughter off without a penny if she married her weaver lad, but Elizabeth stood up to her father and told him, ‘Better to marry for love and work for siller than to marry for siller and work for love.’ In defiance of her father she went off to Patiemuir as Andra’s bride.5 Captain Thom was as good as his word, and Elizabeth was cut out of his will. Each of her three sisters, Agnes, Margaret and Henrietta, eventually received one of the Thom ships as her patrimony, but misfortune overtook them all, whereas Elizabeth and Andra, though they seldom had much money, had plenty of loving, and ten children.6

According to family legend, Elizabeth did eventually try to effect a reconciliation with her father. George Thom was inclined to put aside his rancour provided that Elizabeth name her next child, her eighth, after one of his family. Elizabeth promised that if the child was a boy he would be named after her father, and if a girl, named after one of her sisters. The baby was a girl, and on the day of the christening Captain Thom and his daughters gathered in the seceders’ chapel in Limekilns for the formal act of reconciliation. But this capitulation was too much for Andra Carnegie, who could be just as thrawn as his father-in-law. When the Revd William Hadden asked for the girl’s name Andra spoke out, ‘She’s to be called Ann, for my aunt of the same name.’ The Thoms flounced out of the little church in high dudgeon and no further communication between the Thoms and the Carnegies was attempted.7

This dour, obstinate streak in Andra contrasted sharply with the qualities by which he was fondly remembered. He had an outgoing personality, and was lively, engaging and curious about the world beyond the confines of Patiemuir. Like many other weavers of the time he was a voracious reader, feeding his hungry intellect with an astonishing range of literature. He became the natural leader of the parish intelligentsia, noted for his wit and debating skills. He acquired the nickname ‘Professor’ and held court in a long, narrow single-roomed cottage in the village which some wag dubbed ‘the College’. The building was later preserved by the Carnegie Trust of Dunfermline as a sort of shrine to the family intellect, and for many years served the village as a community centre. This contradicted an old but persistent myth that the Professor had held his seminars over a beer barrel in the Bull Head Tavern. In truth, the convivial gatherings under Andra’s jovial chairmanship were little more than an outlet for the menfolk after a hard day’s toil at their looms, but they pooled their slender resources to purchase the latest books as well as the twice-weekly Scotsman from Edinburgh. These were read aloud, and passages then discussed at great length. Fortified by a few drams, the Professor and his cronies would debate the issues of the day, theological, political, philosophical, social or economic, invariably reflecting the robust radicalism which gave them their solidarity. Radical – almost republican – in politics, the Patiemuir weavers were seceders to a man, having deserted the Church of Scotland in favour of the Secession movement led by Ebenezer Erskine.

It has to be said that Andra was never as diligent a damask weaver as his father James, being only too easily deflected from the loom if there was a political meeting or a country dance. He was no idle spectator, and had always to be in the thick of the argument. One old man in Patiemuir would tell Andra’s famous grandson many years later: ‘Eh, mon. I hae seen the day when your grandfaither and I could hae hallooed ony reasonable man oot o’ his jidgment.’8 Andra had a reputation for practical jokes; well into his seventies he was still dressing up at Hogmanay and frolicking with the youngsters as they went about the village ‘first-footing’. Andrew Carnegie recalled the old man with pride:


I think my optimistic nature, my ability to shed trouble and to laugh through life, making ‘all my ducks swans’, as friends say I do, must have been inherited from this delightful old masquerading grandfather whose name I am proud to bear. A sunny disposition is worth more than fortune.9



The sixth child and second son of the Professor was William Carnegie, born at Patiemuir on 19 June 1804 and baptised two days later. William was a sickly, diffident, quiet and introspective child, the very antithesis of his extrovert father. He inherited none of Andra’s rougher qualities, but he was just as devoted to radical politics. While Andra was noted as a lusty singer of folk ballads, William would be chiefly remembered for his gentle tenor voice, beautifully pitched, in which he rendered the love songs of Robert Burns. He took immense pride in his skills as a weaver, producing webs of the finest damask.

In the 1820s, however, all the skill and artistry of the handloom weaver could not compete with the new technology which would soon wipe out this cottage industry. In place of the independent weavers working their looms at home there would emerge vast mills, employing hundreds and thousands of hands who tended the great steam-powered machines. The demand for hand-made webs declined and William was forced to go farther and farther afield in search of purchasers. Realising how remote and cut-off Patiemuir was, he and his elder brother James decided to leave the hamlet and settle in the neighbouring town of Dunfermline. For a time the brothers prospered, obtaining work from the mills which gave out the webs and took back the finished cloth. Their father and other members of the family followed them two or three years later, settling in a small, single-storey house at the corner of Priory Lane and Moodie Street.

Dunfermline in the third decade of the nineteenth century was developing rapidly. Situated on high ground overlooking the Firth of Forth, some fourteen miles north-west of Edinburgh, the Auld Grey Toun had been in medieval times the capital of Scotland, developing around the magnificent abbey built by St Margaret, wife of King Malcolm Canmore. It had lain in ruins ever since it was sacked by the English in 1304, but it was a place of national veneration, as the burial place of several Scottish kings as well as its saintly founder. A few years before the Carnegie family moved to the town, there had been considerable excitement when, in 1818, workmen digging the foundations for the new abbey church discovered the tomb of Robert Bruce and briefly disinterred the warrior-king’s bones, still wrapped in a shroud of gold thread. The remains were placed in a lead coffin sealed with pitch and buried with appropriate ceremony. To mark the occasion the great central tower of the new abbey church was topped by masonry letters reading on the four sides KING ROBERT THE BRUCE.10 This curious structure, a major landmark to this day, reflects the exuberance of the town in the early nineteenth century and the intense civic pride in its ancient glories.

In the Maygate, not far from William Carnegie’s modest loom-shop, was the much more commodious dwelling and shop of Thomas Morrison, one of the town’s leading shoemakers. His father John, born about 1740, had settled in Edinburgh as a prosperous leather merchant. Both Thomas and his brother Robert had received a good education, and in due course Thomas had taken over the family business. He married Ann Hodge, the daughter of a well-to-do Edinburgh merchant. The eldest children of this marriage were Seaton and Thomas Junior and both would later recall an idyllic childhood when they lived in a fine house in the New Town and had their own ponies to ride.11 According to family legend, it was not long after the birth of his fourth child, a daughter named Margaret, that Thomas Senior speculated unwisely and lost his fortune, leaving his family with a lifelong aversion to stockmarket ventures. The Morrisons are said to have left Edinburgh as a result, and settled in Dunfermline. An examination of the birth registers of Dunfermline, however, shows that the move to the Auld Grey Toun took place at least a decade earlier, for Thomas Junior was born in Dunfermline, and baptised there on 11 November 1803, as were his brother William in February 1808 and his three younger sisters.12

Starting at the bottom again, and plying the cobbler’s trade he had learned as a young man, Thomas Morrison gradually won back respectability. Alluding to this drastic change in circumstance, Morrison wrote to his friend William Cobbett: ‘Blessed be God, I learned in my youth to make and mend shoes; the awls were my resource and they have not failed me.’ Cobbett published this letter in the form of an article, under the title ‘Heddekashun and Handication’ in his Political Register of 21 December 1833, with the comment: ‘I am tempted to call it the very best communication I ever received in my life for the Register.’ Morrison’s letter was a savage indictment of the educational system of the period and made a strong plea for vocational training. Characteristically, he condemned the system of primary education because it inculcated servility in the working classes. The Shorter Catechism, so rigorously drummed into children from the earliest age, also came in for severe criticism: ‘Is it at all surprising that, under this damnable heddekashun, children of sensitive feeling and lively imagination should go mad, or become imbecile through life?’ Tom Morrison’s philosophy was succinctly put:


How sweet, in my experience, is the bread which one earns with his own hand! . . . To form one of a congregation composed of the high and holy order of ‘workies’; all sober, clean, well-dressed, polite, acute, rational and intelligent; to hear and join their occasional arguments, criticism, encomiums, or laughter – these are to me sources of the purest and highest enjoyments . . . I am no knowledge-society man, condescending to teach the ‘workies’; no working man’s companion, designing to mislead them; no demagogue, wishing to make them a ladder by which I may leave my order and ascend to the grade of the heddekated and ‘rispictible’; but the working man’s self, having no expectation, scarcely ever a transient wish, but to make and mend shoes, as long as I have strength to bore with the awl or sight to put through the bristles.



Encouraged by Cobbett, who had come to Dunfermline to address a political rally, Tom Morrison founded his own periodical which he aptly named The Precursor. This twopenny monthly was so radical and inflammatory that no printer in Dunfermline would touch it, and he was compelled to take the manuscript all the way to Edinburgh to get it set in type. Only three erratic numbers ever appeared. No copies of the inaugural number, dated January 1833, have survived, although it was apparently a four-page paper. The second number, dated 1 February 1833, came out on time. Congratulating himself on the feat of actually getting the paper out at all, Morrison adopted a defensive tone, obviously in response to attacks made upon him over the primitive form of communism he had advocated in his essay ‘The Rights of Land’ in the inaugural issue. In answer to accusations of ‘levelling principles’, he now set the record straight:


We say, – honour to wisdom and worth, comfort and independence to industry and frugality; the accidents of birth we regard not, titles and orders we despise; and mere wealth we will not worship. If this is ‘levelling’, we plead guilty to the charge; but if we are represented as enemies to all distinction in society and as desirous . . . of making an equal division of property without regard to the respective merits of the producers and just rights of the holders, we despise the charge, and the ignorant or wicked beings who prefer it, too much to descend to a refutation.



This retreat from his initial extremism was not enough to silence his critics or, more importantly, to win him a larger circulation. After one more issue The Precursor sank into oblivion. Tom Morrison was not comfortable with compromise anyway. Although he never again attempted to provide a voice for the radicalism of south-east Scotland, he remained a vociferous critic of the Establishment in matters political and religious. In the latter arena he was what would now be called a fundamentalist. One writer later described him as living in a Puritan environment13 and that was an understatement. Morrison, stiff and unbending, even seceded from the Seceders when they proved too liberal for his taste. In time he became the head of a small Baptist sect and earned a reputation as a preacher that extended as far as Edinburgh itself, where his pulpit oratory was much in demand.

In the year that the Great Reform Act passed Parliament by a majority of one and set the ball rolling that would slowly and painfully transform Britain into a true democracy, Tom Morrison was a busy man. When he was not nurturing his infant magazine and thundering from the pulpit of the Baptist chapel, he was trying to organise the weavers of Dunfermline into a political union. With its stirring motto ‘Knowledge, Union, Fraternization’, it aimed at ‘the diffusion of political knowledge, the improvement of the national institutions, and, specifically, to effect a reform of the Commons House of Parliament’. As disillusionment over the Reform Act set in, Morrison’s Weavers’ Political Union, and other bodies like it, gained support. In a list of council members of this union dated 1834 appears the name of William Carnegie of Priory Lane.

William, now past thirty years of age, was as yet unmarried. He was initially attracted to Tom Morrison because his politics were very similar to Professor Andra’s, if rather more articulate and refined in expression. But William soon came under a spell of another kind. Tom, a widower since 1814, had raised a son and four daughters single-handed. The second daughter was Margaret, born on 19 June 1810, and thus six years William’s junior to the very day; but she had an old head on her shoulders and from the outset seems to have been the dominant partner in the relationship that developed between them. In December 1834 they were wed,14 and William installed his young bride in the tiny cottage that served as both home and workshop. Andra Carnegie and Old Tom Morrison both lived long enough to see their first grandson, who was born on 25 November 1835. In accordance with Scots tradition, the boy was named after his paternal grandfather. Eight years later, when the marriage was blessed with a second son, he was named after his maternal grandfather. A daughter Ann, named after Margaret’s late mother, was born on 5 January 1838 but this sickly infant died a year later.15

Andrew Carnegie’s birthplace was typical of the weavers’ cottages in Dunfermline. Built in the late eighteenth century, it was a solid grey sandstone structure with a red-tiled roof and two dormer windows. Two doors at ground level led into two separate dwellings. The Carnegies occupied one half of the ground floor area, and another weaver and his family had the other half. The family’s living quarters, in fact, consisted of a single attic room with its sloping ceiling and tiny window. Today it is preserved as a museum to the town’s most famous son, and visitors can marvel at the cramped bunk-beds hemmed in by the partition and the eaves, and the little room which served a man, his wife and three children as their kitchen, dining-room, living-room and bedroom. The ground floor was the workshop, entirely taken up with William’s loom and the impedimenta of his trade. When he was at work, the deafening clack of the loom penetrated the thin ceiling and floorboards separating it from the family quarters upstairs.

The modest rental for this accommodation was a pound a quarter, but William was so hard pressed to make ends meet that when Margaret’s time drew near he could not afford the services of a professional midwife. Instead, he called on Ella Ferguson (Mrs John Henderson), Margaret’s best friend, to deliver the baby. A few months later the roles were reversed and Margaret delivered Ella’s first child.

As time dimmed reality, this humble cottage came to have a very special place in Andrew Carnegie’s affections. Andrew, who could recite many of the poems of Burns before he could read and write, would often think of his birthplace as akin to the cottage described by his poet-hero in ‘The Cottar’s Saturday Night’. In his Autobiography Carnegie hardly mentions his father at all. There is a passing reference, alluding to some time in 1839 or early 1840:


As my father succeeded in the weaving business we removed from Moodie Street to a much more commodious house in Reid’s Park. My father’s four or five looms occupied the lower storey; we resided in the upper, which was reached, after a fashion common in the older Scottish houses, by outside stairs from the pavement. It is here that my earliest recollections begin, and strangely enough, the first trace of memory takes me back to a day when I saw a small map of America. It was upon rollers and about two feet square. Upon this my father, mother, Uncle William, and Aunt Aitken were looking for Pittsburgh and pointing out Lake Erie and Niagara. Soon after, my uncle and Aunt Aitken sailed for the land of promise.16



The move to the house in Edgar Street, opposite Reid’s Park, took place late in 1836. That had been a very good year for the handloom weavers; despite a lowering in the price paid for webs, business had been brisk and those weavers prepared to put in longer hours and redouble their efforts earned good money. William Carnegie profited by the increased demand for heavy damasks and took a gamble by moving to larger premises, where he could install more looms and hire several apprentices. The house was much larger than the half-cottage on Moodie Street but had the same configuration of a working area on the ground floor and living quarters in the garret above. Aunt Aitken was Margaret’s younger sister Annie who had married Andrew Aitken. Her twin sister Kitty had married Tom Hogan. Together, the Aitkens and the Hogans emigrated to Pennsylvania in 1840.

About his mother, Andrew wrote candidly: ‘I cannot trust myself to speak at length . . . Perhaps some day I may be able to tell the world something of this heroine, but I doubt it. I feel her to be sacred to myself and not for others to know. None could ever really know her – I alone did that.’17 He claimed that she had inherited from her mother the dignity, refinement and air of the cultivated lady. ‘After my father’s early death she was all my own,’ he added revealingly. When he published his first book, An American Four-in-Hand in Great Britain (1883), he fulsomely dedicated it ‘To my favorite Heroine My Mother’.

Margaret Morrison Carnegie would later be recalled by her contemporaries in Dunfermline as a young woman of positive likes and prejudices, warm-hearted but of controlled emotions. No beauty, her strong features betrayed the rugged individualism of her character. Early photographs show a rather dumpy woman, her black hair parted in the centre and swept back severely to reveal a plain, rather masculine face with a square jaw and determined chin. The only redeeming feature was the eyes, large, lustrous, dark and penetrating. She had the same intellectual and spiritual restlessness as her father, and her favourite reading matter consisted of the theological writings of William Ellery Channing, one of the founders of American Unitarianism. William Carnegie, who never had a great deal to say for himself, was captivated by this creature as she flitted demurely about her father’s house, deferring to Old Tom and her brilliant brother, also called Tom, as they debated political issues endlessly. Someone more acute than William might have noted that Margaret’s demure behaviour concealed a steely mind and a strength of character. After their marriage he discovered that this strange woman could be alarming at times; although always resourceful, she could be ruthless in her determination to have her own way. He never understood this but had the good sense to give way. Margaret was a model housewife, frugal, neat, clean and hard-working. Like her father and brother, she had learned the cobbler’s trade and eked out William’s meagre earnings by taking in boot and shoe repairs. As the demand for fine damask linen receded, Margaret came to be more and more the breadwinner of the family, a fact that was not lost on their sharp elder son.

Little Andy, as he was affectionately known, was the apple of his mother’s eye. In him were invested all her hopes and longings; she indulged him and – so far as her straitened circumstances allowed – spoiled him. Andy developed into a dumpling of a boy. From his father he inherited the flaxen colour of his hair but little else. In every other respect he was a Morrison, from his bright, piercing eyes to his short, sturdy legs. An elderly great-aunt who helped nurse him recalled his gargantuan appetite and astonishing precocity. There is a vivid pen-portrait of the lusty infant seated at the table, beating a loud tattoo with a spoon in each hand ‘wherewith to shovel double portions of porridge into his mouth’, punctuated with cries of ‘Mair! Mair!’ as his fond parents marvelled at their little prodigy. Despite this nurturing, however, he never grew tall. As a fully grown man Andrew stood little more than five foot two inches tall. When he shed his puppy fat he was actually quite slight of figure. This and his tow head gave him a very boyish appearance that belied his age and his maturity, often leading business colleagues and rivals to underestimate him.

Little Andy’s prodigious appetite was matched by his precocity. Many of his contemporaries later testified to his astonishing feats of memory. As well as the works of Burns, he could repeat verbatim lengthy passages of books read to him; and from an early age he liked to pepper his conversation with proverbs, old saws and apt quotations, a habit that remained with him all his life, and was also reflected in his voluminous writings. At an early age he also displayed a rare talent for persuading and manipulating people. This skill, which he would eventually hone with frightening precision, was evident when he was scarcely out of infancy.

One Sunday, when Andy was about six, he and his father were returning from the seashore, the boy perched on his father’s back. The three-mile climb uphill from the coast had wearied the elder Carnegie and when they came to the steep rise leading into Dunfermline, William suggested mildly that Andy might enjoy walking the rest of the way.

‘Ah, faither,’ soothed the boy, drawing his arms tighter about the man’s neck, ‘never mind. Patience and perseverance makes the man, ye ken.’

Shaking with laughter, William trudged on. Andy had learned the practical benefit of getting on the good side of people.18

Several other anecdotes have survived from Andy’s early childhood. At the head of Moodie Street was a communal well from which the womenfolk drew buckets of water. The supply was scanty and irregular and sometimes a dozen or more women had to wait in line. In some cases the well could only fill sufficiently if left overnight, and in that case the wifies would leave their buckets in a line, so that they could reclaim their positions at dawn. There was an unwritten law about everyone taking their turn in the proper order, but little Andy would sail into the midst of them, elbowing and butting his way through to fill his pail first. The poor old dames clucked and tutted and put him down as an awful laddie, but he would flash his dazzling smile and get away with his aggressive behaviour. ‘In this way I probably developed the strain of argumentativeness, or perhaps combativeness, which has always remained with me,’ commented Carnegie disingenuously.

In his Autobiography he tells how:


One of the chief enjoyments of my childhood was the keeping of pigeons and rabbits. I am grateful every time I think of the trouble my father took to build a suitable house for these pets. Our home became headquarters for my young companions . . . there was nothing [my mother] and my father would not do to please us and the neighbors’ children who centered about us.

My first business venture was securing my companions’ services for a season as an employer, the compensation being that the young rabbits, when such came, should be named after them. The Saturday holiday was generally spent by my flock in gathering food for the rabbits. My conscience reproves me today, looking back, when I think of the hard bargain I drove with my young playmates, many of whom were content to gather dandelions and clover for a whole season with me, conditioned upon this unique reward – the poorest return ever made to labor. Alas! what else had I to offer them! Not a penny.19



One imagines that Carnegie had his tongue in his cheek as he penned these lines.

Before the birth of Tom Carnegie in 1843, Andy was virtually an only child. Of course, there had been a little sister Ann, but her life was so brief that her presence seems hardly to have been registered. Carnegie himself never mentioned her in any of his autobiographical writings. With a father absorbed in his workshop and a mother busy with shoe repairs as well as housework, the solitary child was often left to his own devices. When he was just past his fourth birthday Andy found that his devoted mama suddenly had far less time for him, as she tried to cope with her sickly baby. Feeling a sense of rejection, little Andy soon discovered how to unlatch the door that led to the outside stairs, and thus escape from the house into the park across the street. Soon he was roaming farther afield, exploring the town. From the top of the High Street, on a clear day, he could gaze out over the Forth and see the spires and smoke-stacks of Auld Reekie. There was also the ruined abbey to explore and thrill to the exploits of Wallace and Bruce.

And then there was the great Glen of Pittencrieff which contained Malcolm’s Tower and the remains of the monastery and palace which Malcolm Canmore had built for his English queen. The estate of Pittencrieff had been purchased by the Hunt family who erected a high stone wall around it, secured by stout iron gates. Once a year the townspeople were permitted to enter and view the historic ruins and admire the newly landscaped grounds. This concession was granted to all the town’s inhabitants, with a few notable exceptions. As a result of a bitter quarrel between James Hunt and Old Tom Morrison, the entire Morrison clan (including the Carnegies) were banned. James Hunt vowed that no Morrison would ever set foot on his estate, and Tom Morrison was too proud to put the matter to the test. For Andy, who had to wait outside the gates until his playmates returned and regaled him with stories of the peacocks and the other wonders of Pittencrieff, his chagrin must have been unspeakable. In his Autobiography, he mentioned Pittencrieff Glen in passing, only commenting that ‘The child privileged to develop amid such surroundings absorbs poetry and romance with the air he breathes, assimilates history and tradition as he gazes around.’20 There was no mention of his family being excluded, nor of the bitter resentment he nurtured at the rank injustice of this. But the memory remained with him all his life, and one may imagine the tremendous sense of satisfaction he got when the day came that Pittencrieff Glen was his – to give to the citizens of Dunfermline for their public and perpetual use.

Having discovered how to escape from the house in Edgar Street, and before the time when he was enrolled in the nearby school, Andy’s favourite haunt was the shop of his uncle, George Lauder, who had married Aunt Seaton (Margaret Morrison’s eldest sister). Seaton died young, leaving a son, George Junior, who was a great comfort to his grieving father. George Lauder had a grocery business which gave him ample time for his own son and his inquisitive nephew. He would chat for hours on end to the two small boys, and Carnegie would later remember him with great affection:


My uncle possessed an extraordinary gift of dealing with children and taught us many things. Among others I remember how he taught us British history by imagining each of the monarchs in a certain place upon the walls of the room performing the act for which he was well known. Thus for me King John sits to this day above the mantelpiece signing the Magna Charta, and Queen Victoria is on the back of the door with her children on her knee . . .

In the list of the monarchs which I learned at my uncle’s knee the grand republican monarch [Oliver Cromwell] appeared writing his message to the Pope of Rome, informing His Holiness that ‘if he did not cease persecuting the Protestants the thunder of Great Britain’s cannon would be heard in the Vatican’. It is needless to say that the estimate we formed of Cromwell was that he was worth them ‘a’ thegither’.

It was from my uncle I learned all that I know of the early history of Scotland – of Wallace and Bruce and Burns, of Blind Harry’s history, of Scott, Ramsey [sic], Tannahill, Hogg, and Fergusson. I can truly say in the words of Burns that there was then and there created in me a vein of Scottish prejudice (or patriotism) which will cease to exist only with life. Wallace, of course, was our hero. Everything heroic entered in him.21



Little Andy could not say ‘George’ so he called his uncle and cousin ‘Dod’ instead. The Lauders, father and son, called Andy ‘Naig’, from the middle syllable of his surname which, in Scotland, is invariably pronounced ‘Carnaigie’ with the stress on the middle syllable – not ‘Carnegie’, stressed on the first syllable the way Americans pronounce it.

Uncle Lauder (whom Carnegie normally referred to by his surname) encouraged Dod and Naig to recite Scottish poetry and even to enact playlets at Hogmanay. Rob Roy and other works by Sir Walter Scott provided an abundance of suitably patriotic sketches for this purpose.

When ‘a wicked big boy at school’ told Andy that England was larger than Scotland, he brought this doleful news to his uncle. Lauder refuted this, saying that ‘If Scotland were rolled out flat as England, Scotland would be the larger, but would you have the Highlands rolled down?’ Oh never! That was balm of Gilead for the wounded young patriot. Later on, the greater population of England was forced on Andy. Again Uncle Lauder had the ready answer: ‘Yes, Naig, seven to one, but there were more than that odds against us at Bannockburn.’

Returning home from Uncle Lauder’s house at night Andy had the choice of two routes, the longer but well-lit route along Maygate, or the shorter way through the eerie, unlit abbey churchyard. It was a point of honour for the boy to take the latter route, whistling to keep his spirits up and imagining what his great hero Wallace might have done in similar circumstances, had he encountered any foe natural or supernatural.

The ruins of the medieval abbey had a powerful effect on the boy’s imagination; but the great mass of the new abbey church seems to have held little or no interest for him. This was the bastion of the Established Church which, when Andy was eight, was suddenly and dramatically rent in two by the great schism which led to the creation of the Free Church. These dramatic events did not touch the Morrisons or the Carnegies. By that time Andy’s parents were disenchanted with the Baptists, Margaret seeking the answers in the writings of William Channing while her husband flirted with the Swedenborgians who had rented an austere little building as their chapel. Margaret refused to accompany William to this chapel, but did not prevent him taking Andy. Sitting on a hard wooden bench one Sunday morning, listening to the pastor droning on, Andy looked up at the window and saw that it had a narrow border of blue and red glass. The sun glinting through the window produced a chequered pattern on the bare wooden floor. Andy was suddenly moved by this sight and his eyes welled with tears.22

When Andy was five he should have been enrolled at the local primary school, but remarkably he raised an objection to this and his ever-indulgent parents gave way, saying that he need not attend school until he himself asked to do so. There must have been many times over the ensuing three years when they wished they had not made such a rash promise, but they never reneged on the deal. Andy roamed the streets while his contemporaries were confined to the classroom, though more often than not he was seated in a corner of Uncle Lauder’s shop absorbing a vast amount of general knowledge. Eventually Margaret asked Robert Martin, master of the Lancastrian School in Rolland Street, if he would take Andy out for a stroll some Saturday afternoon with some of his playmates and gently explain to the boy the untold advantages of going to school. Martin must have been very persuasive, for that night Andy announced that he would attend school, from Monday morning onwards. All his life, he would take decisions on personal grounds.

Soon Robert Martin became one of Andy’s heroes, and he applied himself to his schoolwork with characteristic single-mindedness. The schoolroom in Rolland Street was drab and bleak, but in Andy’s eyes it was transformed into an Aladdin’s cave of educational treasures. In one large, cold, draughty room, ‘Snuffy’ Martin presided over a single class numbering about 180 pupils of all ages from five to twelve. The Lancastrian method of teaching relied heavily on the endless repetition of facts, or arithmetical tables, recited by the younger children and supervised by the older children. The latter got their instruction direct from the schoolmaster and they, in turn, imparted it to the infants. By this means a single teacher could control a large number of pupils and thus keep the cost of tuition down to a few pence a week. But as a method of educating children it was virtually useless and one suspects that Andy learned infinitely more at Uncle Lauder’s knee. Martin maintained a rigid discipline with frequent use of the Lochgelly tawse, a stout leather strap. With several groups chanting and reciting different lessons simultaneously the schoolroom must at times have resembled bedlam.

A system that relied so much on learning by rote appealed to a boy with a photographic memory. Early on, Andy realised that he had a knack for memorising passages, and in his Autobiography he held this up as a good example: ‘I cannot name a more important means of benefiting young people than encouraging them to commit favorite pieces to memory and recite them often.’23 Every morning each pupil was expected to memorise two verses of the psalms and recite them before the class. Andy never gave this chore a thought until the moment when he set out to walk the short distance to Rolland Street. In the space of four or five minutes he would have mastered the requisite portion and as the recitation was the first lesson of the day he passed this ordeal successfully. ‘Had I been asked to repeat the psalm thirty minutes afterwards the attempt would, I fear, have ended in disastrous failure.’ He retained only what was of interest to him, while other matters, such as the psalms, which did not impress him, soon faded from his memory.

Andy also recalled with pride the first penny he ever earned, or received from anyone beyond the family circle. It was given to him by Mr Martin for reciting before the whole school Burns’s doleful poem ‘Man was made to Mourn’. Andy smirked as Martin patted his tow head, but on the way home from school that afternoon, as he rubbed the penny in his trouser pocket, he was confronted by some of his schoolmates who jeered at him and taunted him with cries of ‘Teacher’s pet!’. Most boys, in similar circumstances, would instinctively have turned on their tormentors and given fight; but Andy, with that self-control instilled in him by his mother, held up his head and studiously ignored the rabble, sensing that behind the taunts lay envy, and that envy, in the circumstance, was a compliment. Though naturally combative and pugnacious, he always had the good sense to know when it was more prudent to ignore the challenge. Thus, at a very early age, Andy learned to get his own way by subtler methods.

‘It is impossible to exaggerate the influence of the national poet on this particular worshipper,’ wrote one biographer.24 Andy’s father and favourite uncle were themselves avid devotees of Burns, but they stopped well short of the uncritical adulation accorded by the boy. Burns remained Carnegie’s favourite – and not just as a poet but as a philosopher, guide and mentor – all his life. As some men turned to their bible for guidance, so Carnegie turned to his well-thumbed Burns. The ploughman-poet was the single most important influence in his religious and political outlook. As an adult, Carnegie was a voracious and wide-ranging reader, but his studies as a man discovered few truths that his favourite bard had not enunciated or forecast. Most of all, he admired Burns’s unswerving championship of the working classes. Never half-hearted in any of his enthusiasms, Carnegie’s intense feeling for Burns was one of idolatry. (This eventually took the very real form of stipulating that a bust of Burns should be prominently displayed in every library endowed by Carnegie, leading to the curious situation that, at one time, there were more statues of Burns in the United States than of Columbus and Washington put together.)25 In later life, when all other authors failed him, Carnegie could still turn to Burns for consolation, even in his deepest moods. ‘I gloated over the gems of Burns like a Prince of Ind over his jewels,’ he wrote. Above all, the radical songs of Burns, penned in the white heat of revolutionary fervour in the 1790s, had the greatest appeal for Andy, and this remained with him all his life, blind to the contradictions between his principles and his practice.

John Morley, the Liberal politician and a great friend of Carnegie in later life, once said that a few lines of Burns had done more than the millions of editorials ever written to improve the social and political conditions of the people; this dictum had Carnegie’s warmest endorsement. On one occasion Carnegie asked his friend which particular lines he had in mind, and Morley replied, ‘No need to name them to you,’ perhaps thinking of an occasion when Carnegie’s familiarity with Burns showed to good advantage.26

The years in which Andrew Carnegie spent his boyhood were a time of great political tumult, economic vicissitude and social upheaval. The Reform Act of 1832, far from quelling the spirit of revolution that arose in the aftermath of Waterloo, merely fuelled the fires of unrest. By enfranchising those who paid a rental of at least ten pounds a year, it strengthened the middle classes, but left the working classes largely unrepresented and even more discontented than before. The Industrial Revolution that destroyed handloom weaving and other cottage industries soon created many new jobs in coal and steel, in heavy engineering and shipbuilding, and in countless other industries undreamt of a generation earlier, but the transformation of Britain into the world’s manufacturing base was not accomplished without considerable hardship and distress. At the same time, traditional methods of farming and landholding were giving way to new crops and techniques and, above all, to the enclosure of common land. Thousands of cotters and labourers were driven from the land and drifted into the new towns and cities that mushroomed almost overnight. The east of Scotland was not quite so deeply affected by these changes as the west, and for that reason the political development of the working classes was less extreme, less militant, than it was in the area around Glasgow and Paisley.

In 1838 the People’s Charter, formulated in London, was published at a mammoth demonstration in Glasgow, and its tenets spread like wildfire across the country. Soon, however, the Chartists divided into two main groups, the advocates of physical and moral force respectively. The former were mainly to be found in the Glasgow area, whereas the latter were stronger in Edinburgh, Dundee and other manufacturing towns of the east. In Dunfermline, the names of Morrison, Lauder and Carnegie were soon prominent in the Chartist movement. Old Tom had died in 1837 – he was actually taking part in a political rally in England at the time – so he did not live to see the promised land; but the gauntlet was ably taken up by his son Tom and his sons-in-law, George Lauder and William Carnegie. These three men were staunch supporters of John Fraser, leader of the Constitutionalist or moderate wing of the Chartists, who founded the Edinburgh Monthly Democrat in July 1838. In the very first issue of this journal, Fraser published a comment boldly headed ‘Splendid triumph of democracy in the western district of Fife’. After warmly congratulating the men of Dunfermline, he praised the writer of a letter which he extolled fulsomely with the rhetorical question: ‘Who that has the soul of a man within him cannot read it without feelings of exultation and brightening hopes for the redemption of his country! . . . Men of Edinburgh and Mid-Lothian, see what those patriots have done. Go ye and do likewise!’ The letter itself appeared below:

To the Editor of the Democrat.

Sir, – the Working Men’s Association of Dunfermline, at a meeting of their Committee, held last night (July the 1st), for the purpose of despatching our petition, found it contained 6,106 signatures, which trebles the number appended to this petition above any ever sent from Dunfermline.

The work goes on gloriously here. Some of our friends have gone to the surrounding towns and villages, and I am happy to state they were most enthusiastically received, and their labours crowned with the most cheering success. The Association is very strong in number, still increasing, and every man is nobly doing his duty. Indeed, we flatter ourselves, were all the country as the ‘Western district of Fife’, the advocates of misrule and corruption would soon have to give place to a better order of things; but

‘It’s comin’ yet for a’ that’

&c. Will Carnegie

Early euphoria, however, soon gave way to disillusionment as that brotherhood of man that Burns had forecast seemed just as far off as ever. Gradually the physical force element won the ascendancy, but revolution, when it came in 1839, was confined to an abortive rising in south Wales, easily put down by the authorities and swiftly followed by savage repression. For a time, the government seemed to have the situation firmly under control, but the outward calm concealed a dangerous groundswell of discontent that erupted again, in the summer of 1842, in a wave of strikes and riots. At first the moral force men tried to stand aloof, but when the coalminers of Clackmannanshire came out on strike in late August, Tom Morrison and his friend William Fleming promptly organised the Cessation-from-Labour Committee. Naïvely, they hoped that the best way to solve the growing problem of industrial unrest was to call a peaceful general strike. At Tom’s instigation, leaflets to this effect were printed and sent to every town in Scotland and England where Chartist and Working Men’s Associations were known to exist. Morrison sincerely believed that, under his leadership, a spontaneous movement of the working classes would strengthen the position of the moral force men within Chartism, and prevent the riots and violence from getting out of hand.

In Dunfermline itself, Tom’s call to down tools was readily accepted. Across the town the looms were silent, the shops were shuttered and even the collieries of the outlying district were deserted. The response of the mill-owners and mine bosses was swift. Ready to hand was an army of unemployed, half-starved and desperate for any work at any cost. The strikers soon found themselves permanently out of work as their places were taken by scabs and blacklegs. After seven days, the general strike was confined to Dunfermline itself, and pockets of Clackmannanshire and Lanarkshire, round Tillicoultry and Airdrie. Early on, there had been a potentially ugly incident when Morrison chaired an open-air meeting on the boundary between Fife and Perthshire, broken up by the sudden appearance of the county sheriff and his deputies. Tom had persuaded his followers to withdraw in good order across the river dividing the counties and continued the meeting in full view of the enraged sheriff who was powerless to pursue them beyond his own jurisdiction. A few days later, however, the government sent in the Inniskilling Dragoons, backing a large posse of special constables, to forestall a rally planned for the following Saturday at Torryburn, and arrest the ringleaders. Morrison was seized in his bed, while Fleming and Andrew Henderson, president of the local Chartist Association, were apprehended on their way home from a political rally in Kirkcaldy.

One of Andy’s earliest memories was of being awakened by a rap on his window near the outside staircase. He heard his father get up and go to the door, and listen as someone broke the news that Tom Morrison had been taken. The following morning the boy heard the whole story from his parents. Later in the day the town was placarded with
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