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The Growth of Paisley 

Adapted from a series of five articles featured in the Paisley & Renfrewshire 
Gazette during 1896, with information gained from published Trade Directories. 

 

Trade Directories 

The first Paisley directory was published in 1783 by one John Tait, regarding 
whom history does not record very much, and it was issued for one year only. 
We then have a hiatus until 1810, when William Bell, a teacher, published a 
directory for that year only. 

Another was published in 1812 by Charles Gilroy, teacher of writing, and 
between that date and 1827, when the publication first became annual, there 
were three issues published by different individuals in 1819, 1820 and 1823 
respectively. 

In 1827, George Fowler, a bookseller of 10 Barclay Street, began the publication 
of a directory, and continued to do so until 1853-54.  

Brown in his ‘History of Paisley’ (Vol. II., p.144) incorrectly states that “Mr Fowler 
published a directory for the long period of twenty-seven years”, for the last 
issue of this directory is only its sixteenth, leaving eleven years unaccounted for. 

But the progress of the town at that time was slow and it is a matter of little 
consequence. 

After 1854, there was no directory till 1857 when Mr. Peter Hinshelwood, 
auctioneer, issued a directory. This directory saw five annual editions and 
expired in 1861-62. The directory for 1862-63 was published by Mr. Richard 
Watson of the “Paisley Herald”, and its publication practically remained in the 
Watson family till, in 1883-84, when Messrs. J & J Cook, the present publishers, 
bought the copyright of the directory, and the Paisley Herald, which had existed 
for thirty years, became merged in the present broadsheet (Paisley & 
Renfrewshire Gazette). 
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Population 

In the year 1600 the population was 800. 

In 1695 it had increased to 2,200, and by the end of another century it stood at 
24,592. 

1836-37 about fifty thousand 

1871  48,257 

1881  56.642 

1891  66,407 

1896  722,902 

 

Streets 

1828 158 streets and squares 

1896 over 270 

 

Occupations 

   1828  1896 

Writers  32  49 

Doctors  25  27 

Ministers  27  55 

It appears that the town could not stand another half dozen medical men 
without being overstocked. Lawyers seem to have made a legitimate increase, 
but the clergy-men have increased and multiplied most amazingly – and perhaps 
they have had something to do with the gradual reduction of spirit licenses.  

In 1828, there were no fewer than 378 licenses in the town, nearly two hundred 
more than in 1896. Every shopkeeper who had a spare room seems to have 
applied for one, and therefore, we now see what seems to us to be a strange 
thing, occupations such as that of a corkcutter or a confectioner run side by side 
under the same roof with a spirit trader. 
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Talking of occupations, one notices in the directories, a great many names of 
persons employed in making straw hats and leghorn hats. In fact, the making of 
these hats had quite the proportions of a small trade in town. But times change, 
and a fashion which once reared its head proudly among us, had faded and gone. 
Gossip about a female barber proves true, and there is an entry for “Elizabeth 
M’Machan, 2 Quay-lane, hair dresser.” Another curious occupation we have 
noticed is that of a Mrs. Stewart, 19 St, James Street, who is described as a 
“glazier of bed furniture”. This we believe refers to the ironing of a certain print 
stuff much in use at the period in the connection with bed furnishings. 

What arrests our attention most of all, is the designations of the special kind of 
workmen employed in the weaving trade. A new generation has sprung up in 
Paisley which knows neither weavers nor their ways. How many, for instance, 
could give an accurate definition of the following designations which occur with 
great frequency; 

Flower lasher, singer, enterer, beamer, twiner, twister, heddle caster, lead 
drawer, warper, starcher, silk boiler, winders, and clippers. 

 

Transport 

In 1828, Messrs. Lyon & Walker Stage Coaches to Glasgow left No.1, Moss Street 
19 times per day, beginning at 9 a.m. and ending at 9.30 p.m. Now we have 
nearly 130 trains from Paisley to Glasgow per diem. 

The Lyon’s “Fair Trader” Coach left No.1, Moss Street daily at 5 p.m. for 
Saltcoats, passing through Howwood, Beith, Dalry and Kilwinning. A coach to 
Johnston left at 12 noon and 6.30 in the evening, and last, but not least, there 
were coaches to Edinburgh daily at 10.30 a.m. and 2 o’clock in the afternoon. 

By 1836, the Glasgow coach had been reduced from 19 to 14 times per day, but 
the runs to Edinburgh were now doubled, and left respectively at six in the 
morning, twelve noon, two and four in the afternoon. 

The coach to Renfrew called the “Palace Royal Coach” moved from Mrs. King’s 
Commercial and English Hotel, 2 Smithhills, seven times every lawful day, and 
there was another which left Mr. Fraser’s Saracen’s Head Inn, 2 Moss Street, six 
times every lawful day. Thus, there were twelve distinct runs to Renfrew each 
day. 
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Inns 

The number of Inns has decreased very much since the olden days. The word 
“Hotel” has come into use; a much grander word doubtless, but lacking the 
homely flavour of “inn”. And there were over thirty inns then (1828), as opposed 
to the six we have today. 

And what names they had too. We have the Turf Inn, and the Washington, and 
the Glasgow Arms, and the King’s Arms, and the Old Deer Inn. We read of the 
Earl Grey Inn, the Bugle Inn, the Golden Lion Inn, the Swan Inn, and The Eagle 
Inn, the Hay Weighs, Bull and Fox Inns. One or two of these places have survived. 
No doubt the trade done by carriers had a great deal to do with the number of 
these inns, and perhaps the facility with which a license could be obtained is not 
an unconcerned factor.  

We no longer lift our favourite clay pipe from it’s accustomed place in the rack, 
order a pint of beer in a pewter mug and have an hour’s talk with our friends. 
We have become “counter” drinkers, dram drinkers, and as landlords found that 
the counter business payed, they ceased to care about supplying eatables. 

 

Paisley Societies 

There are seventy six different Societies enumerated. 

The oldest are the Master Tailor’s Society (1658) and the Shoemaker’s Society 
(1701) neither of which are still in existence. 

Now there are four, the Old Weaver’s Society (1702), the Maltmen’s (1703), the 
Corporation of Merchants (1725), and the Hammerman’s Society (1760). 

The names of the vanished societies make interesting reading.  

There was a Society for the Reformation of Manners, founded in 1757, and 
dissolved in 1862. Was this due to lack of support, or were the manners of 
paisley so satisfactory as to require no further attention? 

In 1836 there was in existence an Ayrshire Society (1773), a Wright’s Society 
(1723), a Flesher’s Society (1751), a Baker’s Society (1777) a Brewer’s Society 
(1781) and a Florist’s Society (1782). Also, the Mortcloth Society, and the 
Sneddon Quarter Mortcloth Society (both 1820), the Paisley Reform Society 
(1829), the Paisley Society for Protecting the Dead (1829), and the Paisley 
Pattern Drawers Society.  
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In 1836 the Paisley Museum and Hope Temple Botanical and Zoological Gardens 
was instituted, claiming “This is the only institution of the kind in Renfrewshire. 
To the gardens are also attached a bowling green, quoit ground and shooting 
butts for the accommodation of visitors desirous of a short relaxation from the 
fatigues of business.” 

 

Guilds and incorporations 

These old guilds and incorporations were exclusive and bigoted to a degree, and 
they form excellent examples of the evil of monopoly. Trade in their hands 
became a thing more dead than alive. Originality, invention, and new branches 
of trade were all discouraged and extinguished. It is a matter of history how 
George Watt and other inventors suffered at the hands of the guilds, simply 
because they could not afford to pay the exorbitant fees asked for membership. 

We can easily imagine the annoyance of a Paisley tradesman or dealer at being 
unable to do any work for a Renfrew customer within the Burgh, and on the 
other hand, the chagrin of the incorporated craftsmen of Renfrew at the great 
success of commerce and manufacture within our own Burgh. 

Anecdotes tell that it was a common thing for groups of paisley lads to make up 
a party to fight the Renfrew boys. These filibusters proceeded, on a fixed 
afternoon, cautiously down the Renfrew Road, when about half way towards 
the hated Burgh of privilege, they would as likely as not, come across an 
expedition from Renfrew, full of deeply premeditated malice. A free fight would 
then ensue, during which sticks, stones and bonnets were freely used. Among 
the bitter threats, hurled at the heads of their Renfrew antagonists, there was 
one that never failed to rouse a skirmish to fever heat. “We’ll steal your steeple.” 
The steeple referred to was a gimcrack arrangement, covered with lead, now 
long removed, but being then the only architectural feature of the Royal Burgh. 
In the evening, the contending hosts withdrew again to their respective 
strongholds, vowing to meet again another day. 
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Destined to become famous (from 1836 Directory) 

Brough, Peter, haberdasher, 96 High Street; House 13 Thread Street 

Coats, Jas., jun., of J & P Coats; House 16 Maxwellton 

Coats, Peter, of J & P Coats; House 16 Maxwellton 

Coats, Thomas, of J & P Coats, 11 Back Row, Ferguslie 

Clark, Jas. of Clark, J & J & Co.; House Saucel Bank 

Clark, John, of Clark, J & J & Co.; House Burns Place 

 

 

Postal services 

1828 single letter postal rates 

Distance     s d 

Under 15 miles     4 

Not exceeding 20 miles    5 

Not exceeding 30 miles    6 

Not exceeding 50 miles    7 

Not exceeding 80 miles    8 

Not exceeding 120 miles    9 

Not exceeding 170 miles    10 

Not exceeding 230 miles    11 

Not exceeding 300 miles   1s 

A mail gig left the Post Office at 86, Moss Street at 3 p.m. for Glasgow, Ayrshire 
and Ireland; and at 9 p.m. for Glasgow, Edinburgh and England.  

Surprisingly, the post office was open on Sundays from 8.30 -9.30 a.m., from 
12.45 – 1.15 p.m., and from 6 – 7 p.m. 
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1828 Markets 

Fish market   96 Moss Street William Boyd 

Fish market   16 New Street William Cowan 

Flesh market  97 & 97 Moss Street 

Green market  Old Smithhills 

Meal & cheese market Public weigh-house, 79 High Street 

 

1836-37 Stentmasters for the Burgh 

Robert Kerr, John Brown (Queen Street), David Murray, Walter Blair, John Muir, 
William Mason, John Baird, Robert Boyd, James Wilson, John Paton, Alex 
M’Gillivray, James Gibb, William Good, James Lorn, John Kirkland, William Coats, 
Hugh M’Farlane. 

So what is a Stentmaster?  “Stent” is an old Scots word for tax, and in this case,  
we require to go back to the year 1740 to discover the origin of the term. Prior 
to 1740, the poor of Paisley had been looked after by churches, heritors and 
some voluntary contributions, but in 1740, distress was so great in the town that 
the Magistrates determined to impose a weekly stent or tax, and appointed 
“stentmasters” from among the townsmen to allocate the tax upon the 
inhabitants upon as fair and equitable a basis as possible. 

The stentmasters were appointed annually in June, and it was their duty to 
decide what proportion heritors, feuars, tenants etc., should pay of this levy for 
the poor. They were empowered to take every circumstance into consideration 
in the exercising of this duty. The amount of trade a merchant had, what 
property he possessed etc., were all to be taken note of in arriving at an 
equitable decision. 

As the numbers of poor increased, the stentmasters built a Town’s Hospital or 
Burgh Poorhouse. The stentmasters existed from 1740 till 1845, with varying 
degrees of powers and responsibilities. The creation of the Parochial Board, with 
powers for the care and management of the poor, meant that the “stentmaster” 
passed into the realm of history. 
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1836-37 Paisley and Renfrew Railway Company 

A list of the company directors is given as; William Sharp, governor; Joseph 
Twigg, deputy governor; Alex Craig, Thomas Sharp, Wm. Brock, Robert Rule, Jas. 
Woodrow, Jas. Dunn, Wm. Muir, John Hutchison, Wm. Brand and John Holden. 

It is interesting to inquire who some of these directors were, and what position 
they held in the town of our grandfathers. There were the Sharps, for example 
of Brown, Sharps & Co., manufacturers of 166 George Street – one of the best 
known firms in Paisley. William Sharp stayed in a fine old house in George Street, 
now occupied by Dr Amy, and Thomas resided at 32 New Street, in the house 
which now forms part of the Beaconsfield Club.  

Then we have Joseph Twigg, cotton spinner, Adelphi Mill, 68 New Sneddon 
Street. Twigg’s Mill was a household word in Paisley at one time. Mr Twigg 
resided in the house known as Adelphi Place, 41 New Sneddon -the house now 
occupied by Mr. Bost of the Cartvale Chemical Company. 

James Dunn was of Jas. Dunn & Co. manufacturers, 1 Smithhills, and stayed at 
Greenhill House – now occupied by Mrs John M. Stewart. William Brand was of 
McNair & Brand, silk and shawl merchants, 23 New Street. He resided at 
Whitehaugh House, now occupied by Mr. Riddell, the factor of the Richardson 
Estates; and John Holden was a member of the firm of John Holden & Co, 
manufacturers, and stayed in Camphill.  

One thing we may remark about these names is that they are all connected with 
the manufacturing industry. If any similar list of directors were to be drawn up 
today, we would find representatives from many other trades which have risen 
in importance in the town – for example, engineering, ship building, starch and 
cornflour making, bleaching and dyeing, preserve making and a great variety of 
minor associated industries. 
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A Family of Threads was a project run during the 2017 Year of History, Heritage 
& Archaeology.  Over the year the museum investigated the origins of linen 
thread making in Paisley and Renfrewshire, its impact on Scotland and the local 
area. This booklet is part of a series published at the end of the project. 
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