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Introduction

Stand in the middle of Dundee High Street facing south and you will be looking at the pillars of the eighteenth century Town House. Behind the Town House, a warren of ancient buildings known as The Vault meanders its way down to the thriving dock area. To your right is the house General Monck reputedly occupied when he took the town for Oliver Cromwell in 1651. Beyond this, the bustling Overgate and its assortment of shops and houses winds away into the distance. You will require only one thing to take in this view – a very good imagination.

The Town House was the first to go, crashing into a heap of rubble in the 1930s almost exactly two hundred years after it was built. Despite a campaign for its retention and suggested sites for its rebuilding, this William Adam-designed landmark was cleared to make way for the City Square. The Vault, containing the fine town house of the Laird of Strathmartine, also came down around this time. Monck’s house and the Overgate lasted until the 1960s when a soulless shopping centre took their place. The city centre docks were filled in to accommodate the landfall of the Tay Road Bridge, and in the process separated the town from the river – the very thing that had drawn the earliest settlers to the location. Stand in the middle of Dundee High Street and you will see a city cut off from its past.

History in Dundee, then, is not a visible thing as it is in other cities such as Edinburgh or York. There are not many places in Dundee today where it is possible to stand and take in a view that would be instantly recognisable to a visitor from another century – decades of wanton destruction in the name of progress have seen to that. As the dust clouds from the demolitions have cleared, however, they have left behind a keen interest in the city’s past. This is undoubtedly a sense of nostalgia for some, mourning the town that they loved and lost. For younger generations, though, there remains a curiosity about the past and a feeling that they have somehow been cheated of their civic inheritance. Indeed, interest in the history of Dundee seems to have increased precisely because it is not there in a tangible sense.

Just as the few remaining historic sites in the city centre, such as the Old Steeple or the Howff graveyard, grab the attention of the visitor, so the same few themes inevitably recur in works of local history. There are stories of the traditional industries of Jute, Jam and Journalism or of the city’s modern totem, the RRS Discovery, the story of the Tay Bridge Disaster of 1879 or of that tragedy’s chronicler – the chronically tragic poet William McGonagall. All of these will undoubtedly find their way into the following pages in some form, but it is not the purpose of this book simply to repeat the old stories.

Undiscovered Dundee is, rather, an anthology of unknown and forgotten Dundee. It is an attempt to bring a lost past to life and to piece together the clues of the half-remembered stories that have been handed down to us. Many of the people and events described would have been well known in the city in their day but they have drifted from the collective consciousness with the passage of time, while some others were always less familiar. A hidden history lies buried in the debris of the demolished city and some stories need to be fully excavated while others simply require the accumulated dust of decades to be removed. Where possible this has been done by returning to original documents and in the process bringing to light new information. It is hoped that there will be something to surprise even the weariest student of ‘Auld Dundee’.

By its very nature such a history will tend towards more offbeat characters and stories but these will often bring forward details of everyday life that give a clearer picture of their time than many of the major figures and happenings. Where more mainstream people and events have been featured, they have been approached from a new and hopefully hitherto undiscovered angle. Where the terrain of living memory is entered into it is hoped that blurred memories will be brought into sharper focus by new details.

For the most part, though, this is the story of the unknown – forgotten events such as the disaster that propelled Dundee into the headlines around the world more than a decade before the fall of the Tay Bridge, or the riot that broke out in the town following a boxing match in England. It is the story of harmless eccentrics and brutal murderers, of heroes and villains, of strange events and everyday landmarks. It is the story of the forgotten Dundonians who stayed and made a difference to their city and of those who left and made an impact on a larger stage. Sometimes the story will take us far from Dundee itself and sometimes it will be the story of what happened when the world, in the form of everyone from writers to royalty, from presidents to pop stars, came to Dundee. It is always Dundee itself, however, which binds the story together.

Stand in the middle of Dundee High Street and have another look. You are standing in the middle of a city that is alive with history.



1

Time and Chance

Sometimes the whole course of history can be changed by a single action or decision. This is not only true of the actions and decisions of kings and presidents but also of those whose names are not recorded by historians. If some long-forgotten individuals had not decided that the area around what was to become known as the Black Rock, on the north bank of the river that we call the Tay, provided shelter and was easily defended, then the city of Dundee as we know it would not exist.

Sometimes things happen in a way that leaves a tantalising ‘What if?’ question behind. Dervorguilla of Galloway, the mother of John Balliol, King of Scots, established the long-since vanished Greyfriars Monastery in Dundee and co-founded Balliol College in Oxford. It has often been speculated as to what might have happened if she had done these things the other way round.

There are also times when things seem to come together in a way that is hard to imagine was not decreed by fate. It required the shipping, textile and whaling industries to come together in nineteenth century Dundee for another now forgotten individual to discover that the rough fibre of jute, shipped from the Indian subcontinent, could be spun by machine when softened with whale oil, in the process building the foundations of Dundee’s most famous industry.

The following stories bring these twists of fate to a more human level. They show how one person’s life can be transformed by forces beyond their control, such as the slip of a pen or the turn of a card, and how even the simplest of choices can have devastating consequences – as two teenage boys found out in 1865 when they decided to head off for a night out.

Fearful Catastrophe in Dundee

There is a spring in the step of the McConnell brothers as they make their way down Scouringburn towards Bell Street this evening. The streets are still buzzing with the New Year atmosphere. It is Monday, 2 January 1865 – but it is not just the holiday that has the brothers excited. Like all teenagers they enjoy the thrill of heading off somewhere without their parents’ permission. Not that these are teenagers in the sense that the world will come to know them a century later – that word won’t even be coined until the 1930s. These boys are already hardened by years of working in the jute mills. Alexander, the elder brother, is now around sixteen years old. His brother, William, is around fourteen. Ages are not so precisely calculated in the world that the brothers inhabit, nor are names so readily shortened. Alexander still works in the mill; William in the grocery shop their father runs. They belong to the first generation of their family to be born in Dundee or even in Scotland. Like so many of those that the brothers pass on the way down Scouringburn tonight, the McConnell family is Irish. The Scouring Burn itself, now piped underground, gushes far beneath the boys’ feet. It provided power for many of Dundee’s earliest jute mills. The water brought the mills to this area and the mills brought the Irish fleeing the Famine that has afflicted their country in the wake of the failure of successive potato crops in the late 1840s. This area is now mainly inhabited by Irish people. The McConnells are unusual, though, in that their family is Protestant – the vast majority of immigrants to Dundee are Roman Catholics. Their family comes from County Antrim. Their mother is dead and their father has remarried. They live with their father and stepmother and their older sister Sarah in Lower Pleasance.
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