
HISTORY OF THE MERCHANT CITY 

 

The Merchant City is one of the oldest quarters of Glasgow and 
has been the home for monks, merchants and merry makers for 
centuries. In medieval times orangeries and rose gardens once 
scented the air, but as the city developed in mercantile wealth and 
notoriety, this pretty little area is where the dog and bird markets, 
bowling greens and places of entertainment could be found. The 
likes of Charles Dickens, Oscar Wilde  and Paganini  (the demon 
fiddler) have entertained here, the suffragette, Harriet Beecher 
Stowe  demonstrated and Temperance activist Carrie Nation  
campaigned here.                                                                        .                                                                                                                                 
 

Today the Merchant City has seen a remarkable rebirth and in 
amongst the bars, boutique hotels, luxury apartments, restaurants, 
shops and artists galleries there still survive a few hidden gems, 
such as the Britannia Panopticon Music Hall where Stan Laurel  
made his debut or the architectural splendour of the magnificent 
18th century St. Andrew’s in the Square or the sublime City Halls 
and Old Fruitmarket.  
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Ancient beginnings 
Once upon a time beautiful forests, deep valleys and rolling hills 
existed where the city of Glasgow stands today. The first people to 
inhabit this verdant landscape were a handsome, druidic and   
warlike tribe known as the Damnonii who ruled the lands from   
Galloway in the South to Perthshire in the North. Then, in around 
the year 543, a young monk named Kentigern arrived from       
Ireland, after an angel had told him that his destiny lay in this   
pagan land. He built his first church of wattle and wood on the top 
of a hill from which he could gaze down the green valley to the 
sparkling river below. He loved his new home so much that he 
called it ‘Glaschu’ which meant ‘dear green place.’ The pagan 
population liked this young monk and gave him the nickname 
‘Mungo’ meaning ‘Dear Friend’ and so the history of Glasgow   
began.  
 

A few hundred years later Mungo had become the city’s patron 
saint and his little wattle and wood church was replaced by a 
grand stone-built cathedral. Glasgow was now one of the most 
important ecclesiastical centres in Scotland, so important that in 
1451 a university was founded within the precincts of the          
Cathedral. 
 

Mungo’s green valley gave way to a high street, houses,        
workshops, monasteries and fragrant gardens; it seemed that life 
was sweet, but a dark cloud loomed on the horizon. The very 
church which had been the city’s foundation came under attack in 
1560 when the Reformation swept across Britain, destroying every 
place of Catholic worship in its wake. The people took their lives in 
their hands defending the fabric of their beloved cathedral and it 
survives today as the oldest Cathedral on main-land Scotland.  
 
The first battle  
 

But this was not the first battle of the dear green place. In 1298 the 
Bishop’s palace had been commandeered by a garrison of English 
soldiers who terrorised the people of Glasgow, until the great hero 
William Wallace  chased them off in the brief but bloody ‘Battle of 
the Bell ‘o’ the Brae’.  
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Kentigern is believed to have 
been a nephew of the         
legendary King Arthur. 

William Wallace 
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The darkest of times: Witchcraft, Plague & Fire 
  

A few years later, Mary’s son, King James VI of Scotland  (later 
James 1st of England) was to lead the way in a hate campaign 
which was to find Glasgow gripped in mortal terror for decades; 
the witch persecutions                                                             .   
 

Witches were so feared in the city that a witch finder general was 
employed; the Reverend Cooper. The Reverend Cooper was so 
efficient at gaining confessions from accused witches he was   
locally known as ‘Burning Cooper.’                                               .  
 

The The Bubonic Plague  was also ravaging the population, with 
the merest sneeze resulting in people being bricked up in their 
houses. This was followed by two great fires which swept through 
the city and although the first destroyed one third of the town and 
the second left over a thousand families’-homeless, the ancient 
streets were at least scourged of the plague.  
 

The mid 1600s also saw the founding of Hutchesons’ Hall, which 
was established by the brothers George and James Hutcheson to 
house the poor craftsmen of the city unable, for whatever reason, 
to earn an income. 

Rebuilding of the City 
 

The city that rose from the ashes prompted Daniel Defoe  to write 
“The four principal streets...are the fairest for breadth and the    
finest built that I have ever seen...’tis the cleanest, most beautiful 
and best built city in Great Britain... The lower storeys, for the 
most part, stand on vast doric columns with arches which open 
into the shops - adding to the strength as well as to the beauty of 
the buildings.”  
                                                    . 

The latter part of this description refers to the Trongate and lower 
part of the High Street; these were the first paved areas of      
Glasgow.  

Hutchesons’ Hall moved to its current location on I ngram Street 
in 1802. Incidentally, the statues of the brothers Hutcheson that 
flank either side of the first floor were modelled in 1655 by James 
Colquhoun, who also invented Glasgow’s first fire e ngine. 

Hutchesons' Halls Ingram Street 

The Toggenburg Bible 1411 

One of the buildings to survive the great fires of Glasgow was 
the 15th century Collegiate Church of St Mary and it s adjoining 
steeple which once held the city’s ‘Tron’ or  weigh ing beam. Fire 
did however finally destroy the church in 1793 when  the drunken 
members of the Hellfire Club accidentally burnt it down. They 
had entered the church to get out of the cold Febru ary night, but 
as they warmed themselves on the open fire, they be gan to boast 
about how hot they could take the fires of hell. To  prove their 
boast they built the fire up until it spilled over and set fire to the 
whole church. It was rebuilt by James Adam the foll owing year 
and is now the Tron Theatre, bar and restaurant. 
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The Casket Letters                                 . 
Mary Queen of Scots  caused a great scandal during her first visit 
to Glasgow, for whilst staying in the Provand’s Lordship,   opposite 
the Cathedral precinct, she wrote a series of letters called the 
‘casket letters’ to her lover, the Earl of  Bothwell, which would later 
implicate her in the murder of her husband, Lord Darnley.  

In 1568 Mary 
Queen of Scots 
fought for her 
c r o w n  i n         
Glasgow, against 
her half brother, 
Moray, in the 
‘ B a t t l e  o f        
Langside’ which 
resulted in her 
d e f e a t  a n d      
eventual capture. 
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1700-1830 

The Tobacco Lairds                                . 
When the trade routes between Europe and The Americas were 
opened up the river Clyde found itself well positioned for trade in 
tobacco. The journey from Glasgow to Virginia took 20 days less 
than the journey from London to Virginia and this 20 day           
advantage meant that almost half of the tobacco coming into 
Europe was distributed through Glasgow. The tobacco merchants 
(nicknamed ‘tobacco lairds ’) provided the colonists with          
commodities such as pottery, cloth and other essentials 
(manufactured in Glasgow) in exchange for tobacco. In 1735 sixty 
seven ships sailed up the Clyde for destinations such as Virginia, 
Jamaica, Antigua, St. Kitts, Boston, Gibraltar, Holland and       
London. The Glasgow merchants were now amongst the    
wealthiest in Europe. 
 
Slavery  

Slaves were an important part of merchant business. Records 
show that slaves were being used as far back as the early 1500s. 
By the end of the 18th century, however, Glasgow was also     
leading the way in the abolition of this barbaric trade in human life. 
In recognition of the 200th anniversary of passing of the        
Wilberforce Act which ended Britain’s involvement in the slave 
trade, Glasgow Building Preservation Trust in partnership with 
Glasgow Anti Racist Alliance, have compiled an iPod walk on the 
city’s involvement in the trade:http://www.gbpt.org/doorsopenday/
index.html  

Charlie is my Darlin’                                                                 . 
On Christmas day 1745 a dejected and woeful looking Prince 
Charles Edward Stewart  entered the city with a ragged and 
worn-out army of the clans. The people must have waited his   
arrival with baited breath, as Glasgow had sent six hundred men 
to fight against the Prince at the beginning of the rebellion. In fact, 
it is commonly believed that the city would have been burned to 
the ground if it hadn’t have been for the gentle pleading of      
Cameron of Lochiel. Instead, the exhausted army paraded along 
the Trongate to Glasgow Cross where the Prince was proclaimed 
the legitimate King of Scotland. It was whilst staying in the        
Merchant City that Charlie met and fell in love with the beautiful 
Clementina Walkinshaw. Clementina later joined Charlie in exile 
and together they had a daughter, Charlotte. 

Foreign trade began in 1450 when William Elphinstone  exported 
cured salmon and herrings (one of the first commodi ties of     
Glasgow) to France in return for French brandy and salt. 

Two of the most successful tobacco 
lords were William Glassford (after 
whom Glassford Street is named) and 
William Cunninghame (whose town 
house is now the Gallery of Modern 
Art). Other survivors of merchant 
wealth include the Virginia Mansion 
(originally built in 1841) on Ingram 
Street known today as the Corinthian (a 
night club, restaurant and bar) and the 
Tobacco Merchants House (1775) on 
Miller Street which is now the home for 
Glasgow Building Preservation Trust 
and the Scottish Civic Trust. 

One of the only disadvantages Glasgow had was the d epth of the 
river which fed it. The Clyde was too shallow for o cean-going ships 
to come into the city, so cargo was generally loade d and unloaded 
further west at Port Glasgow and then conveyed into the city on 
smaller craft. In 1770 dynamite was used to make th e river Clyde 
deeper, enabling ships drawing six feet of water to  come into the 
city centre. 

The cheeky Prince also 
stabled his horses in the 
f ounda t i ons  o f  S t .          
Andrew’s Church, (now St. 
Andrew’s in the Square: 
Glasgow’s Centre for   
Scottish Culture) at that 
t i m e  s t i l l  u n d e r              
construction, and de-
manded that the people of 
Glasgow provide his men 
with 6,000 cloth coats, 
12,000 linen shirts, 6,000 
pairs of shoes, 6,000 pairs 
of hose, 6,000 waistcoats 
and 6,000 blue bonnets. 

John Glassford and Family 

Virginia slaves 18th Century 

Prince Charles Edward 
Stewart 

St Andrews in The 
Square © St Andrews in 
The Square Trust 
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The Greatest Love Story Never Told                                          . 
Of all the romantic figures to wander the streets of the Merchant 
City, few are better remembered than Robert Burns.  Burns had 
met and fallen in love with Mrs Agnes McLehose whilst visiting 
Glasgow. Agnes, who lived in the Saltmarket, had married her 
brutish husband in St. Andrew’s in the Square, but after having 
several children, he had left her in favour of a new life in the    
colonies. She was sure she would never again feel a lover’s     
tender caress, until she met the handsome and talented Robert 
Burns with whom she corresponded in secret, signing herself as 
Clarinda whilst Burns signed his passionate epistles with the alias,         
Sylvander. Not many venues can boast of holding the wedding of 
Agnes McLehose (Clarinda), for whom Rabbie Burns wrote Ae 
Fond Kiss, or that Bonnie Prince Charlie's Highland Army,        
returning from England in 1745, camped within the semi-built walls 
of the Church. As a function space St. Andrew’s in the Square is 
stunning, with natural light by day and glittering chandeliers after 
dark.  

The First Population Explosion                                                   . 
By the 1780s the population of Glasgow had grown to 48,000 and 
new streets were developed, many of them commemorating      
international trade like Virginia Street and Jamaica Street. Over 
the course of the next fifty years the city's population quadrupled 
and by 1830, 200,000 people lived and worked in Glasgow.  
 
Dirty Old Town                                          . 
The population explosion meant a huge increase in the amount of 
effluent running freely in the street; suddenly Daniel Defoe’s     
picturesque image of the city was becoming one of squalor,     
overcrowding and stench. The city’s dunghill grew so large that it 
blocked the street of traffic and disease was increasing. Medical 
skills needed to be advanced to deal with the health of the     
population and anatomy schools began to open - not all of them 
very reputable. These did however provide new employment    
opportunities - for ‘body snatchers’ - dubious gentlemen who 
would purloin bodies either straight from the grave, or worse,   
create fresh cadavers by lurking around dark alleyways armed 
with a sharp knife. The bodies they obtained were then sold to the 
schools of anatomy and thanks to this grim practice, modern   
medicine was born (as allegedly, was Mary Shelley’s  monster in 
Frankenstein ). 

Crime was rife and led to the employment of the fir st 
‘Polis’ (policeman) of the city in 1778 when an insp ector was    
appointed at the cost of £100 a year. Punishments, h owever, were 
regarded as an entertainment. The practice of ‘Lug Pinning’ (where 
a villain would have his ear nailed to the prison d oor) for example 
was so popular, the burgh records noted how ‘it cor rupted      
community life, weavers would leave their looms and  children 
would play truant’ just to cheer on the lug pinnees  as they tore 
themselves free. 

Robbie Burns 

High St 19th Century © 2008 Glasgow City Council (Archives and Special Collections) 

The Tron by Peter Howson © The Third Step Gallery 
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A ‘single end’ comprised one room 
which contained a kitchen area, living 
area and sleeping area in which an entire 
family (and sometimes three or more 
families) would live. An example of a 
‘single end’ can be seen in the People’s 
Palace on Glasgow Green, Glasgow’s 
museum of social history. 

After King George III  lost the American colonies, trade between 
Glasgow and Virginia ceased, ending the reign of the Tobacco 
Lairds. Fortunately, a young man named James Watt              
revolutionised the working of the industrial steam engine. With its 
natural mineral resources (coal and iron ore) Glasgow suddenly 
found itself at the front line of the Industrial Revolution.  

 

1830—Present 

Foundries, mills, mines and shipyards changed the skyline and 
filled the dear green place with the smog and smoke of industry. A 
new work-force was needed, and willing workers flooded in from 
the Lowlands, Highlands and Islands of Scotland and Ireland.  

1861 the population of Glasgow was 395,503, many of them living 
in the Merchant City in over-crowded accommodation called 
‘single ends’ which were bursting at the seams with humanity.  

Suddenly the Merchant City was being described as an area 
where ‘sin and misery are seen in loathsome union.’ 
 
But it wasn’t just improved living conditions that the population 
required. This new population wanted entertainment and Glasgow 
provided it in abundance. Music halls, singing saloons, theatres 
and concert halls were booming business. Glasgow became 
known as not just the Second City of the Empire for trade and   
industry, but also for entertainment. 

 

 

When James Watt was walking along Glasgow Green (Gl asgow’s 
most ancient park just east of the Merchant City) o ne Sabbath in 
1765 he suddenly came up with an idea that was to r evolutionise 
the working of the Industrial Steam Engine. He wrote in his journal 
that after passing the wash house (laundry or 'stea mie' as it's 
known in Glasgow) it came into his mind that "...st eam was an 
elastic body, it would rush into a vacuum and, if a  communication 
were made between the cylinder and an exhausted ves sel, it would 
rush into it and might be condensed without cooling  the cylinder... 
I had not walked further than the golf house when t he whole thing 
was arranged in my mind." Mr Watt could never have imagined 
what his advancements with the engine would mean to  Glasgow, 
let alone the rest of the world. 

In 1848 it is estimated that over a thousand Irish a week arrived in 
the city, escaping a potato famine in Ireland. 

The Second Population Explosion 

Two venues that survive from this era in the Mercha nt City today 
include the City Halls on Candleriggs where Charles  Dickens, 
Oscar Wilde and Paganini were amongst the famous nam es to 
appear. The other is the Britannia Panopticon Music Hall which is 
the oldest surviving in Britain today and is famous  for the debut of 
a sixteen year old Stan Laurel. 

James Watt 

High St Close 19th Century © 2008 Glasgow City Council (Archives and Special 
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Britannia Music Hall early 20th Century © Britannia Music Hall Trust 
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During WWII Winston Churchill 
(Prime Minister of Britain) and 
Harry Hopkins (Special Advisor to 
the American     President F.D. 
Roosevelt) met in a hotel on 
George Square to discuss the USA 
becoming involved in the war. That 
hotel is now the Millennium Hotel 
and the rooms in which they stayed 
bear their names. 

In 1870 the Housing Improvement Trust (which had been founded 
to improve living conditions) had erected the first of the new    
tenements in Drygate to replace the existing overcrowded and 
insanitary housing. At the same time the first “Model Lodging 
House” was opened. The model lodging houses were regarded as 
“a boon” to the “poorer” classes. Of course, the poor that resided 
in these were the poor with enough money to afford the nightly 
bed rent; the really, really poor were catered for in the poor 
houses and asylums where several people would share a bed. 

Improvements were also made to the public spaces of the city, 
one of the most spectacular being that of the remodelling of 
George Square, which prior to the 1880s, had been residential. 
1888 saw the opening of the new City Chambers, designed by 
Paisley-born architect, William Young. This was Glasgow showing 
off its new industrial wealth as the “Workshop of the World”. To 
describe the City Chambers as ‘Grand’ would be an                  
understatement; you can visit it for free Monday to Friday (except 
public   holidays). 

All these improvements barely impacted on the conditions in the 
Merchant City. The Glasgow Herald in 1897 wrote of ‘The         
Atmosphere of Glasgow’                             .  
 
“If cleanliness be next to Godliness, then the popular impression 
that heaven is immediately imposed upon the atmosphere of  
Glasgow must we fear, be an erroneous one; for there is probably 
no other town in the kingdom which the air is of so offensive and 
deleterious a character...”                                        .  
 
But it wasn’t just the polluted air that caused the population to  
rebel, in 1911 working conditions and pay was so bad that the 
workforce threatened to strike. Manufacturing contracts were lost 
to America instead and by the 1930s unemployment was        
widespread in a city now bursting at the seams with over a million 
people.                     .  
 
When the war came in 1939, the men of Glasgow willingly signed 
up. The Merchant City was now filled with sale rooms, pawn shops 
and markets offering goods at a discounted rate. The old       
warehouses and offices left behind by the merchants, (now vacant 
spaces) were utilised during the war effort, some had their iron 
fixtures (e.g. railings) removed to be melted down for munitions, 
others even housed chickens and mushroom farms to keep the 
people of the Merchant City in fresh food during the war effort.  

All thoughts of improving the conditions of the buildings in the  
Merchant City evaporated during the Clydebank blitz. Daniel    
Defoe’s Glasgow was left to decay.  

 

A house of refuge was also located in the east end on the North 
side of Duke Street at the “Whitehill”. This place a ccommodated 
“Juvenile thieves and outcasts” with the intention of educating 
them and teaching them a trade. 

The City Chambers is the main  
municipal building of Glasgow.                                                 
 

Remember, the majority of visitor       
attractions and many public    
buildings in Glasgow are open to 
the general public and are free of 
charge! 

High St City Improvement Trust tenements 

City Chambers and George Square © 2008 Glasgow City Council 
(Development + Regeneration Services) 
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Disney Land’                          . 
Although Glasgow and the Merchant City were relatively           
unscarred by World War II, the heavy industry of the city (ship 
building, iron foundries, locomotive and car manufacturing etc.) 
were in decline and thousands of skilled men found themselves on 
the ‘dole’. The notorious ‘single ends’ of Glasgow had become 
unacceptable hovels in post war Britain and bulldozers began to 
clear the slums; by the late 1950s people were being moved to the 
new housing schemes such as Easterhouse and Castlemilk on the 
edge of the city. These high-rise villages could not, however,    
replace the close-knit tenement communities where everyone 
knew their neighbour and the pub, shop and school were on the 
doorstep. The new tower block communities were quickly        
nicknamed “Disney Land” - not because they were designed by 
Mickey Mouse, but because, as they used to say “it dis ne hae’ a 
shop, it dis ne hae’ a pub ...” *Dis ne = does not  
In the Merchant City entire streets were demolished and some of 
the markets, (such as the Old Fruitmarket.) were moved to new 
locations. By the 1970s the Merchant City was a ghost of its     
former bustling self and many of the grand buildings appeared 
neglected and badly run down.                                                        .  
 
Rebirth                   .                                                                                           
In the early 1980s Glasgow saw the start of a Merchant City and 
Glasgow-wide regeneration symbolised by the “Glasgow’s miles 
better” campaign. This was further enhanced with the 1988    
Glasgow Garden Festival and two years later, the accolade of 
European City of Culture. Investment increased – led by a strong 
partnership between the City Council and the then Scottish       
Development Agency, and Glasgow began to celebrate its old 
buildings and the architects who built them.                                 .  
 
Old warehouses became modern fashion houses (the Italian   
Centre on Ingram Street, designed by Page & Park Architects is 
an award winning example); empty market buildings were given 
new life as restaurants or bars and loft living arrived with the Todd 
building (Ingram Street) which is so cool even the pigeons wear 
shades!                     .  
 
The Italian Centre is a bold and popular re-claiming of derelict 
early 19th century tenements by Classical House Ltd. and the 
award winning architects Page & Park which saw creation of a 
sunny, sheltered courtyard around a mixed-use scheme of      
housing, offices and 'haute couture' shops and cafés with a heavy 
dose of classical and more contemporary versions of public art. 
Particularly noteworthy are the trademark Sandy Stoddart's 
'bronzes' of Mercury and Italia sitting atop the wallheads and the 
playful response of Shona Kinloch within the courtyard with her 
'wee dug' and 'wee man' - the latter a budding Romeo throwing a 
kiss to his imaginary sweetheart (check out the tattoo) on one of 
the upper balconies...aaahh!  

Artists colonised run-down workshops and empty shop units;    
vacated merchants houses became hotels and eateries (Babbity 
Bowster, Merchant House Hotel and Rab Ha’s) and redundant 
churches found a new congregation in the theatre-going and    
music-loving audiences of the city; namely the Tron Theatre 
(Trongate), Ramshorn Theatre (Ingram Street) and St. Andrew’s in 
the Square (St Andrews Square).  

The Magai by Peter Howson © The Third Step Gallery 

Archway Royal Exchange Square 

Italian Centre + City Chambers © 2008 Glasgow City Council (Development 
& Regeneration Services) 
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The Tron Theatre is located behind the recently restored medieval 
Tron Steeple. It is the superbly re-modelled and dramatically      
re-invented Adam brothers' church. Boasting a range of superb 
café/bar/restaurant facilities in ultra modern surroundings, not to 
mention the most stylish box office in Scotland for its' brilliant  
theatre.  

In 2000 the Merchant City Initiative  was established with funding 
from the Heritage Lottery Fund, Glasgow City Council  and 
Scottish Enterprise,  to help the Merchant City retain its            
architectural integrity, whilst developing the area into a dynamic 
cultural heart for the city centre. Wide pavements have been       
re-laid with Caithness slabs and pulse with new life and with    
Glasgow now nominated as the centre for the Commonwealth 
Games in 2014 the regeneration of the Merchant City continues.  

So come and feast your eyes, ears, and appetites with all the   
Merchant City has to offer (even your sixth sense can be           
tantalised with a tour around its most haunted streets!)  
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