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In memory of my parents, Reg and Eileen Penney, and of my dear brother Geoff, always missed.




Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Dedication

	Contents

	Cast of Characters

	Family Tree

	List of Illustrations

	INTRODUCTION

	1: THE BROTHERS (1813–33)

	2: THE PUBLISHING INDUSTRY

	3: THE FOUNDING OF THE PARTNERSHIP (1833–43)

	4: ‘THIS SMALL SEED’ (1843–45)

	5: BUILDING A NETWORK (1845–53)

	6: WESTWARD HO! AND TOM BROWN’S SCHOOL DAYS (1854–57)

	7: ALEXANDER ALONE (1858–59)

	8: MACMILLAN’S MAGAZINE AND THE WATER BABIES (1860–63)

	9: BUILDING THE BRAND (1860–63)

	10: CONTROVERSIES AND PARTNERSHIPS (1862–67)

	11: ALICE IN WONDERLAND AND OTHER SURPRISING ADVENTURES

	12: DEATH COMES TO THE ELMS

	13: MACMILLAN CROSSES THE ATLANTIC (1867)

	14: TAKING STOCK (1867–69)

	15: THE BIRTH OF NATURE (1869)

	16: TEAMWORK (1870)

	17: CAROLINE AND EMMA

	18: NEW HORIZONS

	19: MAKING HISTORY

	20: FAMILY PRESSURES, FAMILY SADNESSES (1874–78)

	21: OF MUSIC AND MEN OF LETTERS

	22: THE CHANGING OF THE GUARD (1879–83)

	23: HEADING FOR THE HILLS (1884–96)

	24: THE BROTHERS’ LEGACY

	Acknowledgements

	Picture Section

	Bibliography

	Footnotes

	Notes

	Index

	Praise

	About the Author

	Copyright






Cast of Characters

AINGER, Alfred (1837–1904), cleric and critic, biographer of Charles Lamb. Chaplain to Queen Victoria.

ALEXANDER, Mrs Cecil (1818–95), writer of hymns, including ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, edited Macmillan’s Sunday Book of Poetry.

ALLINGHAM, William (1824–89), Irish poet and friend of Tennyson, edited The Ballad Book, married Helen ALLINGHAM née Paterson (1848–1926), watercolour artist.

AMERY, William, partner in Pott and Amery, New York publishing house, partner in Macmillan & Co.

ARNOLD, Matthew (1828–88), poet and critic, son of Dr Thomas Arnold, headmaster of Rugby School, author of Essays in Criticism.

BAKER, Sir Samuel (1821–93) explorer of the Nile, naturalist, big game hunter and abolitionist. Author of The Albert N’yanza, etc.

BRIMLEY, George (1819–57), essayist and critic, brother of Caroline Macmillan, Librarian of Trinity College, Cambridge.

CARLYLE, Thomas (1795–1881), Scottish historian, biographer and philosopher, author of Sartor Resartus and The French Revolution.

COLENSO, John William (1814–83), Bishop of Natal, controversial theologian, disciple of F. D. Maurice.

CRAIK, George Lillie (1837–1905), partner in Macmillan & Co. from 1865, husband of Dinah MULOCK.

DAVIES, John Llewellyn (1826–1916), theologian and Christian Socialist, brother of Emily DAVIES (1830–1921), suffragist and founder of Girton College, and grandfather of the boys who were the inspiration for Peter Pan.

DICEY, Edward (1832–1911), journalist, war correspondent for Macmillan’s Magazine, cousin of Sir Leslie STEPHEN. Author of Six Months in the Federal States.

DODGSON, Charles (1832–98), Cambridge mathematician, better known as Lewis Carroll, author of Alice in Wonderland etc.

EVANS, Sebastian (1830–1909), poet, brother of Sir John Evans (and uncle of Sir Arthur Evans, excavator of Knossos).

FAWCETT, Henry (1833–84), statesman and economist, blinded in an accident in 1855, reforming Postmaster General under Gladstone who introduced the penny savings stamp, author of Manual of Political Economy, husband of Millicent GARRETT (1847–1929).

FIELDS, James T. (1817–81), publisher and poet based in Boston, Massachusetts, editor of The Atlantic Monthly, partner in Ticknor and Fields.

FORSTER, William E. (1818–86), Liberal MP, established 1870 Education Act, contributor to Macmillan’s Magazine.

FRASER, Alexander Campbell (1819–1914), Professor of Logic and Metaphysics, Edinburgh University, biographer for the Clarendon Press of Bishop Berkeley.

FRASER, James, clerk to Alexander Macmillan, died 1865.

FREEMAN, Edward Augustus (1823–92), historian, Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford University. Macmillan published more than twenty works by Freeman.

FURNIVALL, Frederick (1825–1910), philologist, co-creator of the Oxford English Dictionary, Christian Socialist and founding member of the Working Men’s College.

GILCHRIST, Anne (1828–85) wife of Alexander (1828–61), biographers of William Blake. From 1876 to 1879 the widowed Anne took her children to live in Philadelphia to pursue a friendship with Walt Whitman.

GREEN, John Richard (1837–83), historian, married to GREEN, Alice Stopford (1847–1929), author and campaigner for Irish Independence. Macmillan published his History of the English People in four volumes.

GROVE, Sir George (1820–1900), engineer by training, editor of Macmillan’s Magazine and of Grove’s Dictionary of Music.

HARDY, Thomas (1840–1928), English novelist and poet. Despite rejecting several of his early works, Alexander Macmillan became a good friend of the author and published The Woodlanders and Wessex Tales.

HARE, Julius (1795–1855), theologian, Archdeacon of Lewes, brother-in-law of F. D. MAURICE, backer of the first Macmillan bookshop in Cambridge 1843. Author with his brother Augustus of Guesses at Truth.

HORT, Fenton J. A. (1828–92), Irish-born Christian Socialist and theologian, editor with Brooke FOSS WESTCOTT (1825–1901) of a New Testament in Greek.

HUGHES, Thomas (1822–96), author of Tom Brown’s School Days, Radical reformer, Christian Socialist.

HUXLEY, Thomas Henry (1825–95), zoologist, known as Darwin’s bulldog, contributor to Macmillan’s Magazine, wrote the Introductory Primer to Macmillan’s Science series.

JACK, William (1834–1924), Scottish mathematician and journalist. He was editor of the Glasgow Herald newspaper from 1870 to 1876, and Professor of Mathematics at the University of Glasgow from 1879 until 1909, briefly a partner in Macmillan & Co. from 1876.

JAMES, Henry (1843–1916), American novelist; Macmillan was his first significant publisher, including The Portrait of a Lady in 1881.

KINGSLEY, Charles (1819–75), Christian Socialist, novelist and natural scientist, author of The Water Babies.

KINGSLEY, Henry (1830–76), troubled brother of Charles, writer of Muscular Christianity novels drawing on his youthful experiences in Australia. Author of Ravenshoe.

LOCKYER, Sir Joseph Norman (1836–1920), physicist and astronomer, credited jointly with the discovery of helium. Founding editor of Nature.

LUDLOW, John M. F. (1821–1911), Founder with MAURICE of the Christian Socialist movement. Shared a house with Tom HUGHES.

MACLAREN, Rev. Alexander (1826–1910), Scottish Baptist minister, Pastor of the Union Chapel in Oxford Road, Manchester. Not related to:

MACLAREN, Archibald (1820–84), Scottish fencing master, gymnast, educator and author. His physical training scheme is the foundation of the British Royal Army Physical Training Corps. With his wife Gertrude (1833–96) he established Summerfield House School in Oxford in 1864.

MACLEHOSE, James (1811–95), Glasgow bookseller and publisher. His brother Robert was a printer. His son James John MACLEHOSE (1857–1943) followed him into the business and married Mary Macmillan, his oldest son Robert was a printer, and his third son Norman trained as a doctor and married Olive Macmillan.

MARTIN, Frances (1829–1922), pioneer of women’s education, founder of the College for Working Women in 1874, of which Alexander Macmillan was treasurer, editor of Macmillan’s Sunday Library series, shared a house with Dinah MULOCK in the 1850s.

MARTIN, Frederick (1830–83), Swiss-born founding editor of the Statesman’s Year-Book, biographer of John Clare the poet.

MASSON, David (1822–1907), founding editor of Macmillan’s Magazine, Scottish academic, supporter of women’s suffrage, literary critic and historian. Author of a six-volume Life of Milton published by Macmillan.

MAURICE, Frederick Denison (1805–72), controversial theologian, founder of Queen’s College for Women and of the Working Men’s College, spiritual leader of the Christian Socialists.

MAYOR, Joseph B. (1828–1916), English professor, historian and theologian, father of Florence (‘FM’) Mayor the novelist.

MORLEY, John, Viscount (1838–1923), Liberal statesman and journalist, editor of the Pall Mall Gazette, biographer of Gladstone, Secretary of State for India and Lord President of the Council. Editor of the English Men of Letters series.

MULOCK CRAIK, Dinah (1826–87), popular novelist, author of John Halifax, Gentleman. In 1865 her husband George Lillie CRAIK became a partner in Macmillan & Co.

NORTON, Caroline (1808–77), author and campaigner for the rights of married women.

OLIPHANT, Margaret (1828–97), novelist, author of the Carlingford Chronicles and many books for Macmillan.

PRICE, Professor Bartholomew (1818–98), mathematician and clergyman, Secretary to the Clarendon Press.

ROSSETTI, Christina, (1830–94), sister of Dante Gabriel and William ROSSETTI, poet, author of Goblin Market.

RUSKIN, John (1818–1900), poet, artist, writer and critic.

SEELEY, Sir John R. (1834–95), Liberal historian and essayist, author of Ecce Homo, son of Robert Seeley, bookseller of The Strand, London. Appointed Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge in 1869.

SIDGWICK, Henry (1838–1900), Knightsbridge Professor of Modern Philosophy at Cambridge University, co-founder of Newnham College, married to Nora Balfour, sister of the Prime Minister Arthur Balfour. Macmillan published his Methods of Ethics and other texts.

SPENCER, Herbert (1820–1903), philosopher and sociologist, originator of the phrase ‘survival of the fittest’. Contributed to Youmans’ Modern Culture, published by Macmillan.

STANLEY, Arthur Penrhyn (1815–81), biographer of Dr Arnold, Regius Professor of Ecclesiastical History at Oxford, Dean of Westminster, liberal theologian. Macmillan published his sermons.

STEPHEN, Sir Leslie (1832–1904), literary critic and biographer, father of Vanessa Bell and Virginia Woolf. Contributed several volumes to the English Men of Letters series.

TENNYSON, Alfred, Lord (1809–92), Poet Laureate from 1850, author of In Memoriam and Idylls of the King. Macmillan & Co. became his publisher in 1884.

THRING, Edward (1821–87), headmaster of Uppingham, founder of the Headmasters’ Conference, author of several textbooks published by Macmillan.

TODHUNTER, Isaac (1820–84), mathematician, college lecturer at Cambridge. Macmillan published more than twenty-five of his textbooks.

WALLACE, Alfred Russel (1823–1913), naturalist, explorer and anthropologist. Macmillan published nine of his books including Darwinism, and nearly two hundred articles in Nature.

WATT, David (1817–97), missionary to Benares, India, friend of David Livingstone, and of Daniel and Alexander Macmillan in the 1840s.

WILSON, Daniel (1816–92), Edinburgh-born archaeologist and ethnologist, President of University College, Toronto. Author of Prehistoric Man. Brother of WILSON, George (1818–59), chemist and author, first Director of the Industrial Museum of Scotland.

YONGE, Charlotte (1823–1901), prolific novelist, author of The Heir of Redclyffe, one of the best-selling novels of the Victorian era. Devout Anglo-Catholic and follower of John Keble. Macmillan became her publisher in 1863.
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[image: Obituary notice titled ‘Death of Mr. Alexander Macmillan’ records his passing. The text below reads, ‘We much regret to record the death of Mr. Alexander Macmillan, one of the founders of this journal. This is not the place to give a long account of his career. We may limit ourselves to the statement that outside the field of scientific workers there were few who possessed a greater sympathy with scientific aims, few who had a keener insight as to the place science should occupy in our national life and in our educational systems. It was the hope that a more favourable condition for the progress of science might be thereby secured that led him to enter warmly into the establishment of this journal in 1869. Mr. Macmillan was born in 1818, and died on Saturday last, at his residence in Portland Place.’]
Alexander Macmillan’s notice of death




‘Few men of our time have made a better use of a fortune of which they were the architects, or have been less spoilt by prosperity.’

Charles L. Graves

‘I have lived among the Gods’

Alexander Macmillan




THE THIRD WEEK of January 1896 opened with blizzards across the east of Britain from Aberdeen to Kent, and drifts a foot high across Norfolk and Suffolk. But by Wednesday 29 January the snow had gone and the weather had turned surprisingly warm for the time of year, a glimpse of pale sunlight, with just the hint of spring. Early in the morning a heavily draped horse-drawn carriage halted outside 21 Portland Place, a grand terraced house near Regent’s Park in central London, the central house in a symmetrical terrace designed by the Adam brothers, with a highly decorated front porch in the Doric style and ornamental white pilasters standing out against smoke-blackened London stock brick – the house of a wealthy gentleman. That day the windows were dark, with the curtains closed, a wreath of ivy and yew hanging on the front door. An unvarnished oak coffin was borne out of the house and loaded onto a hearse, and then the horses set off at a slow, dignified pace on the two-mile route across town to Waterloo Station. There, a small crowd of dark-suited and distinguished-looking mourners, alerted by a notice the previous day in the Morning Post, had gathered on Platform 1, waiting to meet the coffin and to board a specially chartered train bound for Liphook in Hampshire. For the deceased, punctuality was a virtue, and the train departed promptly at a quarter to eleven.

At Liphook Station the coffin, covered with elegant wreaths of white lilac, lilies of the valley, violets and Scottish heather, was transferred onto an open cart lined with more ivy and evergreens for the mile and a half journey down country lanes to St Mary’s Church in the little village of Bramshott. One of the wreaths bore the inscription ‘For Auld Lang Syne. A token of deep affection, for the dear master’s memory, from his friends at Bedford Street.’ The coffin-bearers were chosen from friends and retainers of the family and at the churchyard gate stood four high-ranking clergy, led by the Bishop of Southwark. The opening part of the burial service was read in the church, where a large congregation joined in singing ‘O God of Bethel, by whose hand, thy children still are fed’. A favourite hymn of the deceased, it had been sung at his father’s deathbed in Scotland over seventy years earlier. Then the procession re-formed and passed out to the graveyard, through paths lined with yet more white and purple flowers, to the solemn organ notes of Chopin’s Funeral March. The final hymn, ‘Now the labourer’s task is o’er’, was sung as the coffin was lowered into the moss-lined grave, and the bishop pronounced a blessing.

The coffin bore the simple inscription: ‘Alexander Macmillan. Born Oct 3 1818. Died Jan 25 1896.’ He was laid to rest close to the grave of his ten-year-old grandson Alister, who had died of peritonitis just four years earlier. Yet for many of the mourners there was a darker shadow in the graveyard and a missing tomb – Alexander’s eldest, unhappy and unconventional son Malcolm had last been seen on a mountainside in Turkey some eight years earlier and no one knew where he lay buried, or if he was even dead. The only certainty was that Alexander had never recovered from this loss.

The funeral party consisted of some eighty or ninety people, family and friends, including thirty or more representatives of the Macmillan publishing house in Bedford Street. Notable among the group of mourners were some of the heavyweight intellectuals of the day: John Morley, ‘the last of the great late nineteenth century liberals’; Henry James, already a well-known and highly successful author; Professor Norman Lockyer, founding editor of the journal Nature; Sir George Grove, first Director of the Royal College of Music; and Sir Henry Roscoe, a chemist and Vice-Chancellor of the University of London. Around the grave stood the headmasters of Harrow and Westminster schools, honouring a man whose own schooling had finished at the age of fifteen. Some of the deceased’s greatest friends were missing: at the age of seventy-seven, Alexander Macmillan had outlived many of the men who had shaped his life or helped him make his fortune. His heroes, Frederick Denison Maurice, Charles Kingsley, Thomas Huxley, Matthew Arnold and Alfred, Lord Tennyson, were gone, and Tom Hughes, too frail to attend, would follow Macmillan into the grave two months later, the man known as Lewis Carroll two years after that. Chief among the long departed was Alexander’s brother Daniel, his earliest partner in the founding of the firm, who had been dead nearly forty years. In his final decade, Alexander would still ask, in a puzzled tone, ‘What would Daniel think of this?’

The funeral marked the passing of a man born in absolute poverty, with only the most rudimentary education, yet it celebrated a life of considerable achievement. Alexander’s father had died in his early fifties, worn out by the toils of scraping a living amidst the harsh conditions of a small croft on the west coast of Scotland. He left his eight surviving children, including the two youngest boys, ten-year-old Daniel and five-year-old Alexander, to make their way in the world with nothing to shape their lives except the moral precepts that were drummed into them by their mother and the understanding that work was hard, even painful, but necessary. These boys’ rise through apprenticeships and wretched servitude, as they described it, to become masters of their own business was not unprecedented in the Victorian Age – this was the era of Samuel Smiles’s self-help handbooks. What makes their story so compelling and unusual is the humour and noble-heartedness of all their endeavours. Daniel and Alexander Macmillan were proud to call themselves Christian Socialists, being active philanthropists and loving family men, and between them they founded not just one of the great publishing houses of the Western world, but a dynasty that within two generations would leap across class boundaries to marry into the nobility and produce a British Prime Minister.

Alexander Macmillan once described himself as an ‘advocate for the ignorant’.1 Perhaps this phrase has lost its meaning, over the last century. Today we think of ignorance as a personal failing, a deliberate decision by an individual to avoid education, to turn one’s back on the plethora of freely available sources of information and knowledge. To the philanthropic Victorians, however, it was seen as a want to be remedied, closer to hunger, thirst or ill-health, and signified a failing by society to nurture its members. To be ignorant was to be ignored. This was the cause that Alexander and his brother Daniel took to be their mission on earth – to be a conduit for cascading knowledge down to those who hungered for it, or whose salvation required it. They fervently believed that access to good and affordable literature would bring young people to God, would give them a moral code to live by, and might ameliorate the misunderstanding between the classes that led to political strife and unrest. Above all they thought everyone deserved the sheer pleasure and intellectual stimulation that books had given them.

Alexander Macmillan’s four hundred and thirty mile journey from the bracken-covered hills of the west coast of Scotland to leafy Bramshott churchyard may have taken nearly eighty years, but it was nothing compared with the journey upon which the firm he and Daniel had created was embarked, from the first humble bookshop near St Paul’s Cathedral to an international multimillion-pound business. The Macmillan brothers befriended, encouraged, shaped and published some of the greatest thinkers and writers of the nineteenth century: novelists, poets, historians and scientists – they were literary king-, and queen-, makers. The success of their firm was driven by their extraordinary appetite for hard work, and by the uncanny instinct they had for identifying those authors who had the most relevant messages for the reading public, and who expressed them best, whether the writing took the form of a philosophical tract, or of an adventure story for children. A deep moral purpose inspired their careers and their catalogue reflected their beliefs, as well as their intellectual curiosity.

Alexander always attributed his success to the way he had been raised, and it is fascinating to trace the links between the brothers’ separate experiences as young men and their publishing choices. Not being Varsity men themselves, they had a knack for recognizing the depressing tendency of Victorian academics to produce dry, inaccessible tomes. They saw their role as moulding these works into material that would be attractive to the rapidly growing audience of enthusiastic, book-hungry amateurs such as they had been: from the self-made men, the John Thorntons of Mrs Gaskell’s North and South, to the clerks and office boys, the Leonard Basts of Howards End, not forgetting the wives, the daughters and the sisters. In the same way that the Great Exhibition of 1851 opened the country’s eyes and revealed cultural and scientific progress to a wider population than ever before, the Macmillans created a different version of literature, accessible to the common man.

In 1896, when Alexander died, the firm was still headquartered in premises he had acquired in Bedford Street, Covent Garden. The complete bibliographic catalogue of the books the brothers had published between 1843 and 1889 had taken two years to compile and ran to over seven hundred and forty pages. The firm was now publishing some hundred and fifty new titles every year. In addition to books, they owned enduring copyrights such as Nature, The Statesman’s Year-Book and Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians. Writers whose works they were promoting that year included Henry James, Thomas Hardy and Rudyard Kipling. Annual sales had reached several hundred thousand pounds (over twenty million in today’s money). The New York office alone, which would shortly be established as a separate entity, but still under Macmillan family ownership, was turning over fifty thousand dollars annually.

Although Alexander had been the driving force behind the firm for more than forty years, there was no concern that his death posed any threat to its future prosperity or direction, as it was already flourishing under the command of the next generation. The true signs of business achievement, today as much as then, are stability, longevity, and, a term that Alexander might not have recognized, scalability. By 1896 the house of Macmillan had firmly established itself as a scalable business, with representatives in New York and across the British Empire in India, Canada and Australia. Today Macmillan still flourishes in private hands but held since the late 1990s by the Holtzbrinck Publishing Group, a large family-owned media company headquartered in Stuttgart, Germany. Its website records that it is one of the largest and best-known international publishers in the world, operating well-known imprints in over seventy countries around the globe. There are worldwide academic brands: Palgrave Macmillan and Macmillan Education, and in the United Kingdom, it publishes under the Pan Macmillan and Picador brands, among others.

Twenty-five years after Daniel Macmillan’s death, he was commemorated with the publication of an affectionate ‘memoir’ edited by Tom Hughes, who was not just one of the firm’s most successful early authors but also a great family friend. This was based on the correspondence between the brothers and on other family letters. When Alexander died, his son George edited a collection of letters interspersed with memories of his father, for private publication, and then a rather stuffy, one-dimensional memoir was commissioned from the biographer Charles Graves. Finally, in 1943, Charles Morgan, a fashionable novelist, was persuaded to shape and edit a history of the first hundred years of the house of Macmillan, written at very short notice. All of these works shed some light on the characters of the brothers and on the history of the firm but are written either in the stilted and reverential prose of the late Victorian era, or, as Morgan himself said, rushing to hit the centenary deadline, create ‘a glancing impression, not a formal discourse.’2 Some more recent biographies of Harold Macmillan have spared a chapter or two for his ancestors, with the brothers’ lives confined to a prologue to the exploits of their illustrious grandson. Two hundred years after Daniel Macmillan joined the book trade, the brothers’ incredible achievements are worthy of celebration.
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THE BROTHERS

(1813–33)

[image: Daniel Macmillan, clean-shaven and dressed in a suit with a bow tie, looks sideways.]
Daniel Macmillan




‘There were two springs which bubbled side by side

As if they had been made that they might be Companions for each other’

William Wordsworth




DANIEL AND ALEXANDER Macmillan were born in distinctly unpromising surroundings, but they were always proud of their Scottish heritage and particularly of their upbringing. Indeed, they attributed much of their later commercial success to the lessons their parents had taught them by word and by example. They never sought to romanticize what were clearly the poorest of poor circumstances, but often spoke with humour and wistfulness of their youth and the struggles of their early life. Their reverence for these humble roots persisted through subsequent generations so that when Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan kept a photo of the family’s croft on his desk.

The childhoods of the two boys were very different, although they were born only five years apart, and these different experiences shaped their characters and their outlook on life in complementary ways that would make them a well-matched and formidable team in business. For Daniel, the older boy, life was a serious, precarious and worrisome affair, only to be survived through hard work and strong religious faith. For Alexander, the baby of the family, life was an adventure, with some sadness along the way, but with many rewards to be gained from industry, from embracing friendships and from taking risks. It was a powerful combination of attributes with which to start, and sustain, a business.

Their parents, who they loved and admired deeply, were crofters, with a strict Calvinistic faith that ruled their lives. The Macmillan ancestors had dwelt for many generations on the south-west coast of Scotland, coming originally from the home of the Macmillan clan, North Knapdale, in Argyllshire, but in the many poisonous and violent disputes among the Scottish clans of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Macmillans seem to have lost out and been dispersed. Many years later, Alexander, in a characteristic burst of sentimentality, would name his first proper home in London ‘Knapdale’. Alexander loved to spin tales of ancestors embroiled in feuds, fighting off the English, but he did not take any of it too seriously. The furthest back that he could reliably trace his branch of the family was to his great-grandfather Donald, also known as Daniel, whose ancestors had settled not far from Knapdale, but across the water on Arran.

The Isle of Arran today is an enchanting place, a hundred and sixty-seven square miles of peaty glens, purple-heathered hills and sparkling lochs, with a strip of little villages huddled along the coastline, mostly attractive Victorian villas sitting with their backs to the moors. The geological fault that separates Highland and Lowland Scotland is replicated diagonally across the island, creating a miniature Scottish experience, but without the industrial belt. Tourists have been arriving since the first recorded day trip in 1829, appreciating the warmer climate, the wild and beautiful landscape, the sandy beaches and rocky headlands, the prehistoric monuments, the fascinating geology and the wildlife: red deer, golden eagles, wild orchids. Towards the north of the island sits the little ferry port of Lochranza, and just a few miles further along, at the northernmost tip, sits Cock of Arran, the farm which the Macmillans of Arran were calling home at the start of the nineteenth century.

For three hundred years the island had been owned by the family of the Duke of Hamilton, after an ancestor was given the castle at Brodick by King James III of Scotland in the fifteenth century. In the eighteenth century there were some six or seven thousand inhabitants, or a thousand families, making a living of sorts. They followed the common Scottish farming system known as ‘runrig’: strip-farming of crops (oats, flax, potatoes) in a three-yearly rotation, with some grazing land for a few cows, goats and sheep held in common, paying rent in kind. They heated their homes with peat, dug from the ground in April and left to dry into the summer months. The most usual habitation was the blackhouse – a long, low, narrow habitation of dry stone with rounded corners and a thatched roof. It had no windows or chimneys, just one central door, the smoke from the peat fire in the middle of the house blackening the thatch to control infestation – hence the name. The house was shared between families and their animals, who lived under the same roof for mutual warmth, in a byre separated by a wall.

By 1800, what was already a hard life had become much harder. The islanders were experiencing the devastating effects of enclosure, as the Duke’s modernizing agent, John Burrel, slowly implemented plans intended to improve yields by rearranging and enclosing ancient smallholdings, giving the tenant farmers shorter leases and fixed rents. The higher ground would be given over to sheep. Almost immediately this left some eight hundred families with no access to land they could call their own: they had either to leave for the mainland to look for work or hire themselves out as casual labour on the island. Meanwhile, lack of capital prevented the new smallholders from investing to improve the soil, and to Burrel’s disappointment, yields actually fell. In 1860, when Alexander visited Cock Farm, where his grandfather Malcolm had lived, the tenant told him that the land was too poor to raise crops, and could only support a few animals, but his aunt told him that when she was a girl, Malcolm was growing barley and oats for himself and for others.

Not surprisingly, beset by financial hardship and insecurity, some of the population turned to religion. The Church of Scotland, with its Presbyterian disciplines, was losing ground in the outlying regions of the country, and much of Arran had fallen back into superstition, with belief in ghosts and witches – ‘turbulent, superstitious and otherwise degraded’, as Alexander would later describe it.1 But on the mainland a group of young men, led by two brothers, Robert and James Haldane, were inspired to revive the Christian faith and reach out as missionaries. In the late 1790s they began to tour the west coast of Scotland, drawing large crowds to hear them preach, often against the opposition of the Elders of the Established Church. By 1800 they had reached Arran.

One of the Elders on Arran was Malcolm Macmillan, Daniel and Alexander’s grandfather. Born in 1746, he had risen in seniority to be the tacksman of the farm at Cock of Arran, which meant that he was the senior tenant, with responsibilities to the Duke for collecting the rents from the other tenants, but also sharing out the corn and the peat fuel in winter and generally looking after the welfare of his neighbours. He was a man of stern character, though ‘with a softer side to him to which illness or misfortune rarely appealed in vain’.2 According to his grandchildren, he was often inclined to give extra-generous measures when he could see cases of need but hated to have any attention drawn to this. Census records are scarce and imperfect, however it seems that Malcolm and his wife, Janet Kerr, had at least ten children, and among these were a son, Duncan, and a daughter, Janet. The Macmillan family legend, as recorded by Thomas Hughes in his biography of Daniel Macmillan, was that Duncan attended a revival meeting, despite his orthodox father’s misgivings, and there met Katharine Crawford, whose father farmed a little way further south down the coast at Sannox. If so, their meeting predated the well-documented 1800 visit by James Haldane, as other records suggest that they married in 1793, when Duncan was twenty-three and Katharine was twenty-two. Their first child, Mary, was born in 1794. (It is however true that Duncan’s sister Janet met her future husband at a Revival meeting. Alexander Mackay had trained at the Haldanes’ seminary and arrived on Arran to continue the mission in 1806: he married Janet in 1809 and remained as pastor of the Sannox congregation until his death in 1856. Alexander would visit his widowed aunt Janet on Arran shortly before her death in 1861.)

Meanwhile, with no space for Duncan, his wife and children at Cock of Arran, the family moved to a croft called Achog on land farmed by Katharine’s father, William Crawford, and her brother Daniel. To our modern sensibilities, the stretch of land above the two little villages of Corrie and Sannox on the east coast of Arran is enchanting, the gentle slope of moorland rising over a three mile distance and nearly three thousand feet to the peak of Goat Fell, with its rippling streams, its heather and orchids. To the Crawford and Macmillan family it would become a place of acute suffering and eventual defeat. Achog, the farm above the granite boulder known as the Cat Stone between Corrie and Sannox, has long disappeared. Even in the 1960s a local historian tried to photograph the ruins but had trouble making them out. He thought there had been a traditional long blackhouse with two small cottages. Achog had been one of the larger farms on Arran with thirty-two acres of arable land, twenty-one of pasture and access to twenty-seven acres of open moorland for grazing cattle. ‘A most humble house on the brow of a hill’, as Daniel Macmillan later described his parents’ home, overlooking the sea, and on clear days one could see the Ayrshire coast some forty miles away.3 Behind the house were the mountains, sometimes covered in snow. It might have looked pretty, but the land was of little value – the soil was so poor that it could only barely support the grazing of cattle and sheep. The family often went hungry.

William Crawford died in 1803; he was buried in Sannox graveyard, and his son Daniel Crawford took over the tenancy. Around this time, the villages of Sannox and Corrie became the centre of the Haldane revival on the island, and by 1806 the group had some forty members. That was the year that Alexander Mackay arrived on the island to take charge of the congregation. Duncan and Katharine Macmillan lived at the centre of this group. The services were conducted in the open air, or in farmhouses in bad weather: the church was not built until 1822, on land leased from the Duke of Hamilton. Duncan preached in Gaelic and Katharine clung to her Bible. But the demands of their family became overwhelming: they would produce twelve children in all, over twenty-four years. The little cottage must have been a noisy place until suddenly stilled in the terrible year of 1814, when the couple’s four youngest daughters, Janet, Bell, Ann and Lizzie, were carried off by some nameless epidemic within a few weeks. It is possible that the five older children only survived because they had already left to find work of some kind: certainly the two oldest boys, Malcolm and William, had settled on the mainland, although still young teenagers, and were working as carpenters in Irvine. The three daughters, Mary, Katherine and Margaret survived, as did little Daniel, born on 13 September 1813, the tenth child and the third son – possibly protected from infection by his mother’s milk. This terrible loss seems if anything to have strengthened the parents’ spirituality. Duncan and Katharine would need their faith to cope with the troubles ahead.

In later life, Daniel often spoke of his childhood – his Calvinist training, the morning and evening prayers, grace before and after meals, going to the kirk, the quiet solemnity of the Sabbath. Both brothers always spoke of their mother Katharine with reverence. ‘She is gone from this world but her influence can never die’ wrote Daniel to his fiancée Fanny in the summer of 1850: ‘she helped to form my brothers and sisters: they have influenced others, and so the good works through all generations . . .’4 Alexander wrote: ‘My mother was a woman of very devout nature and habits, whose daily life was, as I believe, lived as in the conscious presence of God.’5 From her father she inherited a surprising degree of religious tolerance, which would have a particular influence on her youngest sons. She had a fine voice and loved to sing the old Scottish ballads: Alexander learnt these by heart and in later life it took little persuasion for him to sing them at any social gathering. Perhaps most significantly of all, she was a voracious reader, still reading Dante in her old age.
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In 1815 Daniel Crawford’s lease came up for renewal and his landlord, the Duke of Hamilton, enforced new terms, which required enclosure of the arable land around the croft. The farm could no longer support Duncan and Katharine, and in 1816 they left for Irvine, a small harbour town directly across the sea from Sannox. However, the memories of Arran, and affection for its beauties, never left the family. In the 1860s Alexander visited several times, sometimes with family, sometimes with his friend David Masson, to walk the round trip between Sannox and Lochranza. After his death, the family made a pilgrimage to the sites of the ancestral home, placing a plaque in Alexander’s memory on the wall of the little church at Lochranza. The pilgrimages continued into the twentieth century: Harold Macmillan was taken to the island as a small boy and returned in later years to shoot grouse on the moors. There were a few remaining Macmillan and Mackay relatives still living on the island in the 1980s, who called Harold their cousin and to whom Harold would pay a well-photographed visit – but most of the previous inhabitants of Corrie and Sannox had been evicted in 1829, with the Duke of Hamilton paying half the cost of their fare to emigrate to Canada. Among the eighty-six people who boarded the SS Caledonian en route for Quebec were eight Macmillans, including six children, and two Crawfords.
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Irvine in the 1820s was very different from the isolated North Arran crofting community of Daniel’s early years. There is a painting of the high street in 1819, just after the Macmillans had arrived, and it shows a wide paved road with elegant two-storey buildings stretching for some distance and, in the middle of the road, a large building with a tall steeple, which was the ancient tollbooth then in use as the Council chamber and prison cells combined. Irvine was an ancient royal burgh with a grammar school which dated back to the sixteenth century, undistinguished apart from the fact that Edgar Allan Poe had been a pupil there for a year in 1815 while living with his Scottish relations, the Allans. That same year the old school closed and a new building was commissioned – from now on the school was known as Irvine Academy, and in 1818 it was granted a Royal Charter. This was the school that both Daniel and Alexander attended.

Duncan Macmillan was a tall and strongly built man, according to his son Daniel, who thought that Alexander took after him, although he said that Duncan was more severe and stern-looking, yet he exhibited the family’s good sense of humour, and had an ear for a good tale. On the mainland he found work as both a crofter and a coal carter, taking the coal from the new Ayrshire pits to the port at Irvine, but his cart was just as often full of children waiting to hear one of his stories. Perhaps the loss of his four daughters had made him particularly sympathetic and caring to other youngsters. He and Katharine had two more children after Daniel’s birth: a girl, another Janet, born in the year that they moved to the mainland, and finally Alexander, born on 3 October 1818, nearly twenty years younger than his oldest brother Malcolm. The family settled at 25 Townhead, a one-storey thatched terraced cottage close to the parish church, and this is where Alexander was born. They continued to keep animals, a few cows on the burgh moor, and tried to grow crops – Daniel remembered as a little boy having to watch the cows to keep them from straying into the corn. Many years later, Alexander would tell his second wife Emma of the admiration and gratitude he had for his mother ‘and the brave bringing up of his cottage home in Irvine.’ He never forgot the devotion with which his mother ‘rested the little tired feet of her boys by bathing them with oatmeal at night, before putting them to bed, while she kept their minds alive with Bible stories and with what she knew of Dante and Milton.’6

Marrying for love in his early twenties had required Duncan Macmillan to grow up fast and shoulder significant cares and responsibilities – as both a farmer of his own plot and a carter for others he was out in all weathers engaged in heavy labour. By 1823 his health had completely broken down, and he died, leaving Katharine with three children under the age of ten. Daniel remembered him as suffering from cold after cold ‘so between one thing and another his vigorous, robust, manly frame was all too soon broken up and gave way. A braver more upright man never left this world . . . he was most truly a king and priest and true “man of God”.’7 He is buried in the graveyard of Irvine parish church, under a gravestone carefully repaired by his grandchildren in 1902.

On Duncan’s death his son Malcolm, only in his twenties, found himself the head of the Macmillan family, with financial responsibility for his mother and the youngest children. Daniel, just ten years old and already a voracious reader like his mother, had been attending school for several years and was being coached and encouraged in his studies by his two older brothers, but there was no money for further education. As Tom Hughes put it: ‘The marvellously few pounds which seem to be sufficient to maintain a Scotch lad at a Scotch University were not forthcoming in his case: and at the age when he should have been tramping to Glasgow to enter himself as a student, Daniel had already served his apprenticeship and was in full work in his trade.’8

Malcolm and William Macmillan were both working on the new Irvine Academy building as carpenters when an accident happened which broke Malcolm’s arm so badly that he was never able to work in manual labour again. This must have seemed a further disaster to the family, but in fact it forced a change of career, into schoolmastering, which was to have a significant impact on the lives of both his younger brothers Daniel and Alexander. Somewhere along the way, Malcolm had gained sufficient grasp of the elements of a good education, including Latin, Greek, Hebrew and English, to find work as a teacher and then to rise to head of house. His brother William also became a schoolteacher and slowly the family began to climb up the ladder out of penury, and to mix with the professional classes of Irvine. They joined a Baptist community led by an inspirational preacher, George Barclay, which had grown rapidly in a few years from twelve to two hundred members. In May 1829 Malcolm Macmillan left Irvine to be pastor of the Baptist community in Stirling. Alexander’s reverence and respect for these two older brothers can be judged in his naming his oldest son Malcolm, and his third son William. Both Daniel and Alexander would struggle with Baptist doctrines and ultimately find a happier home in the Church of England, but the determination to preach, to teach and to inspire, inherited from their father and their brothers, would lead them into publishing as a way to spread the Word of the Lord as efficiently as the late nineteenth century would allow.
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Duncan Macmillan’s death marked the end of Daniel’s childhood. On 1 January 1824, at the tender age of ten, he was apprenticed to Maxwell Dick, bookseller and bookbinder of Irvine, for seven years – at one shilling and sixpence a week with a rise of one shilling a week for each of the remaining six years thereafter. If his brothers could not afford any more schooling for him, they could at least place him somewhere he might continue to educate himself, and keep warm. Maxwell Dick was quite a character, not just a bookseller but a town worthy, the publisher of a local newspaper, and an inventor and engineer. Mr Dick’s enthusiasm for inventions was given a boost by the heavy snow that fell on Irvine in March 1827, which completely isolated the town from the rest of the county by road. It occurred to him that a suspended railway would be the best way of overcoming the problem of transporting goods and supplies. First he built a small scale model on his own premises and then, on farmland belonging to the Duke of Portland, he was given permission to erect a line of poles for two miles along which he hung heavy ropes and managed to propel a small carriage at the rate of thirty miles an hour, a system significantly cheaper than laying a rail track. Frustrated at the difficulty in getting any attention for his work, he recreated the original scale model, and hired a room near Charing Cross in London to display it. As the Mechanics Magazine of 1830 put it: ‘The exhibition is well-deserving of a visit from the admirers of mechanical ingenuity for whatever may be said of the originality of the plan too much praise cannot be bestowed on the dexterity with which Mr Dick has managed to exhibit to the eye on a small scale all the details of its practical operation, or on the spirit and perseverance which has led him to take this rather expensive method of bringing it under the notice of the public.’ Dick’s enthusiasm for new ideas and inventions must have been inspirational to Daniel, and it lit a similar spark of ambition in the teenage boy. Twenty years later, as he started in business on his own account, Daniel would always be ready to try new ideas and to knock on doors.

Daniel’s seven-year apprenticeship passed off very well, with the boy learning many new skills, including bookbinding, bookkeeping and, perhaps surprisingly, horse-riding. When Mr Dick went to London to show off his inventions, he left Daniel in charge, at the age of seventeen. But these two headstrong characters did not always see eye to eye, and after one incident when Dick had hastily accused Daniel of some ‘small misfeasance’ in the shop without evidence and followed it up with a blow around the head for insubordination, Daniel responded by grabbing his cap from the peg, hurling the day-book at his master’s head and heading out of the door. He hitched a ride to Saltcoats some six miles away and then a passage on the fishing boat to see one of his sisters, still living on Arran, from where he could only be lured back by a fulsome apology from his master.

At the end of the seven years, Maxwell Dick wrote an endorsement on the indenture that ‘the said Daniel has served me with diligence, honesty and sobriety, and it is with the utmost confidence I can recommend him as possessing these qualities in a very high degree.’9 Daniel decided that Irvine had shown him all it had to offer and in 1830 he set off for Stirling, some sixty miles away, where his brother Malcolm had found him a job. In Daniel’s view, Stirling was not a huge improvement on Irvine and whatever the job was ‘I had not enough to do and felt the place dull. I wished to go to Glasgow or Edinburgh, or some large town, where there would be more room and better chances of rising . . . I felt “cribbed, cabined, and confined.”’ The result was a most violent brain-fever. ‘The most scientific of the Stirling doctors was called in, and by lancing and leeching the fever was cut down and I soon recovered.’10 This is the first of many occasions on which Daniel fell seriously ill and turned to physicians, suffering terribly at their hands from shockingly medieval methods: leeches, blisters and lancing.

Once recovered, he found a position with a bookseller in Glasgow, one Thomas Atkinson, where there was, if anything, too much to do. Atkinson, with his shop in Trongate, in the city centre, was known as a radical and intellectual who published poetry in his own right and edited anthologies. His shop set a pattern that the Macmillan brothers would repeat, making itself the social centre of literary life in the city, frequented by essayists and poets. For the first time Daniel was exposed to the world of radical politics. Atkinson himself edited and contributed regularly to a local magazine, The Chameleon. After the 1832 Reform Act, for which he had been an active campaigner, he stood as a candidate in the election in Stirling but was unsuccessful. The extra effort this entailed further damaged his already weak constitution. He became increasingly unwell and promised Daniel ‘that if he found that he could leave the business in my hands while he went to the West Indies for the recovery of his health I should have a share in the business: and it was a first rate one.’11 The young man set to work to earn himself this partnership in the business, starting at seven in the morning and often working fifteen-hour days. When he went back to his lodgings, feeling compelled to improve his education and get up to speed with current affairs, he would set to reading all the weekly, monthly and quarterly periodicals, and thus was often still poring over papers at three or four in the morning, as well as trying to keep a journal. The upshot was that his health and mental state deteriorated: ‘2nd December 1832: how ill I am. I feel as if I were dying. I have no one to sympathise with me; no one to mitigate my suffering; no comfort but what my paltry salary can procure.’12

For moral support the young man turned to religion and philosophy, reading sermons and tracts, falling under the spell of the charismatic Edward Irving, a controversial Scottish minister who had gained a huge following at his church in London preaching of an imminent second coming of Christ, for which the Church of Scotland expelled him. Unnerved by this embracing of heresy, and by his continued ill-health, Daniel’s family tried to persuade the young man to slow down, after all he was only nineteen years old and carrying the weight of Atkinson’s business on his shoulders. His brother Malcolm wrote to suggest that he was taking too much on himself – but this provoked a strong reaction from young Daniel:


You seem rather to like twitting me about being ambitious, and this is the third or fourth time you have said ‘What are you, or your father’s house, that you should be ambitious?’ . . . You must not think me angry though I should speak warmly . . . What am I? A very humble person who has no objection to raise himself if he could do it honourably. If all my relations were slaves, I should not feel bound therefore to be a slave, that is if I could purchase my freedom. I do not feel bound to follow in the footsteps of any of my relations. I am here to act for myself. None of them can stand in my stead in any very important matter. The most important things must be done by myself – alone.13



This was written in early June 1833, and would seem like a manifesto for commercial success, but just two weeks later Daniel received a diagnosis he must have dreaded – he was coughing blood and, like his master Atkinson, had contracted tuberculosis.

In the 1830s it was known that consumption, as they called it at this time, was eventually fatal, but it was not understood that it was contagious. Daniel may have caught the illness from Atkinson himself, as the two of them worked together in the shop. The disease was rife among the cramped and unsanitary living conditions of Glasgow. The symptoms were highly debilitating: apart from the cough, which eventually led to haemorrhages that could be fatal, there was breathlessness, fatigues, night sweats, fevers, chills and loss of appetite. There was no good way to treat it, and perhaps fifty thousand deaths a year in England were attributable to it. The most common and painful remedy in Daniel’s lifetime was to apply a plaster impregnated with acid to the skin of the chest, which burnt a large blister. It was believed that as the blister subsided, the inflammation in the lungs would also be cured. Once blistered, the patient would be in severe pain and bed-bound until it had healed. If this painful remedy led to any improvement in the symptoms it was probably just a result of the enforced bedrest. Other remedies included taking calomel, a mercury-based purgative, or henbane, also now known to be poisonous, and applying leeches. It was decades before rest and a good diet in a warm climate became recognized as more effective, and of course, these were not options available to the poor. Antibiotics were not available for a century.

Daniel sent for his mother to come to Glasgow to nurse him and comfort him, but when she saw him she immediately determined to fetch him home ‘to be blistered and all the rest’. He spent a month in Sannox with his aunt Janet Mackay and her husband Alexander, the minister, trying to recover his strength, hoping that he could fight the diagnosis: climbing the hills of Arran, visiting his sister Kate and riding his brother-in-law’s horse. But the illness, and consciousness of its likely outcome, unsurprisingly caused Daniel to fall into despair. Furthermore, his reading of the books and periodicals of the day had made him aware that some of the bedrock beliefs of the family’s Christian faith were being tested and shattered by scientific progress and philosophic enquiry, and Atkinson’s passion for political reform caused him to question the social order. He wrote to a friend: ‘I am now twenty and seem to be fast following my father . . . now when all things are uncertain and confused, when I can neither look steadily at myself nor at society without agony, it does cheer me to look back at my father’s deathbed. Then my heart had no fear, my mind no doubt, no sceptical confusions . . . the only poetry I knew was the poetry of the Bible and a few old ballads.’14

Atkinson set off for Barbados to seek a cure but in October 1833 he died and was buried at sea. The opportunity to go into partnership with Glasgow’s leading bookseller thus passed Daniel by, and he would have to find another town, another business, in which to flourish. Sometimes the failure of the best laid plans leads to much better opportunity. When he recovered some of his strength, he determined to set out for London, following in the footsteps of a good friend from the Glasgow book trade, James MacLehose. Daniel was now desperately devouring literature to make up for the deficiencies of his education and to keep up with his customers – reading Cowper, Scott, Byron and Shakespeare, hiding his piles of books from the doctors and his family. While he mastered the English classics, he was painfully aware that he had no Latin or Greek. In the 1830s book publishing was still predominantly aimed at the highly educated upper classes for whom these dead languages posed little difficulty – when the Macmillan brothers started their own imprint, they aimed to provide enough general material in English to keep the mainstream masses happy.

Letters from Daniel to James MacLehose were full of questions about the practicalities of London life – the young man’s one ambition was to find work in ‘The Row’, being Paternoster Row, by St Paul’s Cathedral, at that time the centre of the London book trade. Daniel wanted to join one of the publishing houses whose names he was beginning to recognize and admire. James sat up until two in the morning writing answers to his queries, presumably satisfactorily, as in September 1833, just turning twenty, Daniel took passage on a steamer from Leith to St Katharine’s Dock in London. The journey itself was a terrible shock to his system, as he reported home, taking nearer three days than the two which had been advertised. The sights of the docks and the City, which so impressed Carlyle when he first arrived a few years earlier, did not get a mention in Daniel’s letter home, perhaps because he was below deck in no fit state to appreciate ‘the River and its ships in tens of thousands, its coal heavers, bargemen, mackerel men and variegated population from Purfleet (14 miles down) up to the London Dock . . . its dense mass of grim smoky buildings, its forests of masts, and the sound as of a million hammers.’15

Once arrived, Daniel took a hackney cab to MacLehose’s lodgings, much to the surprise of James’s ‘little English’ landladies who were astonished by his claim to half of MacLehose’s bed. He then passed a highly stressful couple of days as he tried to find a position. Paternoster Row, ‘the headquarters of English Literature’, was already spilling out along Fleet Street and by 1818 there were some forty establishments in a square mile. Daniel tramped from bookseller and publisher to publisher and bookseller, backwards and forwards along Fleet Street from St Paul’s to Pall Mall via The Strand, brandishing his references from Glasgow but with no joy, except for an offer of work at a place called Simpkin & Marshall. He gave it a brief trial, staying until ten at night writing invoices, but it seemed likely to kill him with overwork. ‘I might learn a great deal about business, but my health, moral and physical, must suffer, must give way.’16

Just as he despaired of finding anything, word came of an opening with a Mr Johnson in Cambridge. By then Daniel had decided that London might not be his ideal place – he did not enjoy the life of the young men about town, and he certainly did not like living in lodgings and eating at London’s chop houses. He hung on desperately for a couple of days hoping for a place to be offered at the firm of his dreams, Longmans, but there was nothing to be had, and after a short visit to the sights of London, the Zoo and St Paul’s Cathedral, he packed up his few belongings and set off philosophically for Cambridge. ‘On the whole, I really do think Cambridge is best for me – will be best for me ultimately. I did not wish to go there. God knows best. I ought to feel quite submissive, quite pleased, deeply grateful for all that He hath done for me, and cheerfully go where He leadeth me. It is strange how few things turn out as we design them . . .’17
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Meanwhile, young Alexander was growing up in Irvine, going to school and making friends with whom he would stay in touch for the rest of his life. He was only five when his father died, so for him the principal influences in his life were his mother and his older brother Malcolm, head of the family, for whom Alexander had an enormous regard. Malcolm scraped together the fees to ensure the little boy could be educated at the Royal Academy, where he learnt English and the rudiments of the classics. Alexander later wrote that he had been particularly influenced by the master of the Commercial Department, James Connell, who taught maths. He wrote: ‘The impression he made on me was such that even now, when I know most of the headmasters of the great public schools of England as personal friends, more or less, I am constantly thinking and comparing them with Connell . . . I think he was a common handloom weaver in early life and taught himself most of what he knew. And yet he was a perfect gentleman . . . with what keen intellect!’18 This example of a man who could pass as a gentleman despite humble origins because of his behaviour and his love of learning set a pattern which Alexander lived by.

In 1870 Irvine honoured Alexander, by then a famous publisher, giving him the freedom of the borough, and the ensuing publicity triggered an exchange of letters and memories with old schoolfriends. The tales they swapped, combined with reminiscences published in the local paper, show Alexander as a typical naughty schoolboy, in rebellion against his life at home: ‘I was brought up in the strictness of a Scotch Sabbath. I think their rules frivolous, tiresome, tyrannous.’19 As soon as he could get out of the house and away from his mother and his older brothers, he would be running with a gang, lobbing stones at the boys from a rival school and snowballs at the weavers from Town-end, tearing down the street slamming all the window shutters on the houses they passed to frighten the housewives, teasing the schoolmasters and playing truant, and nearly killing himself by flinging himself in some wild backward somersault into the local river when dared to do so, forgetting that he could not swim. As the local paper commented in 1870: ‘the characteristics of the boy, we believe, have not failed the man. A determination not to be beat, but pluckily to venture and to win, has no doubt helped materially to raise Alexander Macmillan to the high position he now occupies.’20 Macmillan warmly welcomed these renewed contacts from his youth, saying, ‘It may seem strange to other people, that I who really care intensely for the simple human being and his individual worth, and not very much for what is known as “position in society”, “rank”, “birth”, and the like, have yet the most intense interest in, and love for old memories, old associations and old friends.’21

The contrast between the early years experience of the two brothers is striking and left a mark on their characters. Daniel’s first ten years were marked by terrible hardship, the death of his sisters, the uprooting of the family from the isolation of an Arran croft to the bustle of a small town, watching his father struggling and failing, dying of exhaustion, he himself being sent out into the world of work aged just ten. For Daniel, life was frightening, full of illness, anxiety and care, with religion as the only source of stability. Alexander’s experience was so very different – the death of his father when he was not even five would have marked him less, and the family was just that little bit more settled, able to afford to send him to a good school until he was fifteen, supported by his older brothers’ salaries as teachers. He was the baby of the family, probably getting more attention from his mother, growing up with schoolmates whose friendship he would cherish all his life, less scarred by fear of poverty and destitution. Many years later Daniel remembered his childhood as ‘wandering alone and thinking of the infinite, of space and time, of heaven and hell, good and evil, of angels and of devils. I remember Alexander’s birth, and nursing him. I used to lie at the bottom of a very large cradle and rock him and myself to sleep.’22 Alexander’s childhood memories consisted of throwing stones, snowball fights and running wild through the streets of Irvine with his friends.

Daniel was driven to escape Scotland, to make money and buy security, to put as much distance as possible between himself and the hardships of his youth. From the age of twenty, he lived under the shadow of a death sentence, and it filled him with a determination to succeed as fast as possible. Alexander had the more relaxed confidence of the youngest child, of waiting to see what turns up and expecting to be rescued. ‘He had known the pinch of poverty, but it had not crushed his spirit or embittered his heart.’23
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DEATH OF MR. ALEXANDER
MACMILLAN.

WE much regret to record the death of Mr.

Alexander Macmillan, one of the founders
of this journal. This is not the place to give a long
account of his career. We may limit ourselves
to the statement that outside the field of scientific
workers there were few who possessed a greater
sympathy with scientific aims, few who had a
keener insight as to the place science should
occupy in our national life and in our educational
systems, It was the hope that a more favourable
condition for the progress of science might be
thereby secured that led him to enter warmly
into the establishment of this journal in 1869.
Mr. Macmillan was born in 1818, and died on
Saturday last, at his residence in Portland Place.
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