James Gow the Weaver Poet (1814 - 1872)

James Gow, the weaver poet was born in Soutar's Close, West Port, Dundee, on March 16th 1814. In an interesting sketch of him, contributed to the Peoples Journal by Morval, from which we quote, we are told that his father - William Gow - was a native of the city of Perth, and had served as a soldier throughout the great Indian War, under Sir David Baird and Lord Welleseley.

He had been in the very thick of several sanguinary engagements. Being a very brave and tried man, he was selected for the forlorn hope in the storming of Seringapatam. Few of that heroic band survived that daring exploit. To say that Sergeant Gow was wounded, would convey a very inadequate idea of the condition in which he was found among the bloody heaps of slain, which lay in the inner side of the imminent deadly breach. He was literally riddled with bullets; his arms, legs, and various parts of his body were pierced through.

Besides sustaining several sword slashes, a fierce and powerful Indian, with fierce and fiery eyes, made a dash at him with his scimitar, which cut through his cap, and nearly cleft his head in two. His preservation was accounted one of the most marvellous in that war. The skull was riveted and kept together by a plate of silver to the last hour of his life, and may some day be found clinging to his skull in the grave of the ancient Howff of Dundee. 

Though fond of going through his campaigns, and fighting his all battles o'er again, he hesitated, and related with solemn awe, the marvellous escape he had made at the storming of Seringapatam.

He was a man of strong religious principles. On his recovery and discharge, he came to Dundee, and married Agnes Spankie, who was lame from childhood, and who in walking was obliged to make use of an "oxter staff" or crutch. He appears to have been attached to her on account of her exemplary Christian character. They had a daughter and two sons, of whom James, the subject of this sketch was the eldest.

It appears to rule under modern manners, or, at least, to be in accordance with decency and decorum, for the bride on entering the married state, to leave the minister, the church, and if need be, the very denomination in which she was brought up, and follow her husband; but fifty, sixty, or seventy years ago, married couples were less pliable, and more rigid anent 'persuasions'. Many households were in consequence were divided during canonical hours. The Gow family broke into two divisions on the Sabbath. When the bells were ringing in the old tower, the aged pensioner and his two sons took their way east the Overgate, turned into the Burial Wynd (now Barrack Street), and entered the 'Seceder Kirk' (Willison's Church), and there worshiped under the Rev. R. Aitken. At the same time, and as regularly, Mrs Gow hirpled into Tay Street, and, accompanied by her daughter, entered St. David's established church, and there worshiped under the Rev George Tod. 

Though differing thus widely and decidedly, they united twice a day with unvarying regularity at the family alter for “the reading,” alias worship. This service was conducted in the old-fashioned way - first a portion of a psalm was sung, then the reading of the chapter in order, verse about all round, then all knelt down, the father engaging in prayer. The service was kept till April 1841, when the old pensioner died, in the 81st year of his age, and the family was then broken up. One of the sons and the daughter got married, while James and his old mother continued to reside together. The worship was then shorn of one of its grand features - the singing being omitted, as neither of the two was able to lead or “precent”. James read the chapter; and on both getting to their knees, the mother engaged in prayer. James for some time went alone to the church of his father. His, mother notwithstanding the great “trachel”  involved in her walking, and age, was not only a regular attender at St David's, but attended all the prayer meetings in the neighbourhood, and never appeared happier than when at a prayer meeting. She was very fond of religious poetry, screeds of which she would repeat to James. To this circumstance he attributed his turn for poetry; but not till he became acquainted with the poetry of Robert Burns did his turn become a passion.

His purchase of a copy of Burns was quite an event in his life. One day, in a shop in Castle street, while looking over a collection of books that was to be hammered down by auction in the evening, observing a copy of Curries “Life and Poems of Robert Burns”, he was fired with the determination of becoming its possessor. He returned in the evening with some shillings of savings in his pocket, and waited impatiently for the people gathering. At length the auctioneer mounted his rostrum, and the touter outside shouting ‘sale going on!’ The poor weaver laddie in the front rank wearied for the putting up of Burns At last the coveted book was exposed to competition, and then his courage failed him; through his natural timidity, and the duntin of his heart, he could not open his mouth to bid a single bode. In this dilemma, he asked a stranger in the crowd to bid for him. The people bade, and bade penny after penny - the price mounting up until James began to feel the bidding as many cruel thrusts at himself. “Man”, he has since been known to say, “I thought I was real ill-dune o' them to bid against me, though I felt as if I could a drappit ami' their feet, I was sae keen to get ‘Burns’, I nudged the man, wi' the tither ‘bid aye,’ and ‘bid aye,’ till the book was knocked doon to me at three shillings and saxpence and then I cut oot and hame. I ran as fast as I could leg. I thocht the Uvergate was a great sicht langer than usual, and man, didna I hae a nicht o't, a' the oors wi' the cruzie licht, reading The Twa Dogs, The Mousie, The Daisy, Tam o' Shanter, Highland Mary, The Cotters Saturday Night, and sang after sang! And I didna think I have ever had a nicht sic like sin!” 

He wrought hard, saved and read; and within a year of his first purchase, he owned five other books - Allan Ramsay, Robert Ferguson, Henry Kirk White, Thomson's Seasons and Young's “Night Thoughts”. He continued to add to this store until he acquired a pretty good collection, and generously lent his books to many poor men; many of the borrowers he found - as others in higher positions have realised - were literary philistines alias book-keepers; and were thus, to his sorrow, many of his highly prized volumes were lost.

James attended a school in Session Street, off the Scouring burn, taught by a Mr Jack. As he was very timid, bashful and backward, he lived apart from his schoolfellows. He shrank from company as irksome, and thus he formed no companionships. He had learned to read the bible, and had got by heart the Assembly's Shorter Catechism - alias the Single Caritches - acquired a fair round hand, and was just getting initiated into the art of compound division, when he was removed from school, and apprenticed to William Kidd, a decent man at the Port, who taught him the art of weaving. 

He got a loom - familiarly called the four posts of misery - set up in a corner of his mother's house, where he plied the shuttle for a time; but he afterwards occupied a loom in a shop in the Long Wynd, opposite the old Gaelic Church. That shop, of four looms, was one of the darkest, dirtiest, and most dismal of its kind in Dundee. Yet, there on the same loom, in the north east corner of that black and wretched place, he toiled for more than a quarter of a century. Here, too, while tramping his traddles, he composed all those poems, which exited so much attention. No wonder they were of a melancholy and desponding cast. How could bright and cheerful verses emanate from such a damp and gloomy place? Yet strange to say, he was more at home in that haggart hole than anywhere else - he loved it. He clung to it, he desired no change. He set himself on that loom, resolved to work in the thrumb keel of his life upon it. His “Lay of the Weaver”, which went the round of all the newspapers, was in all reality the hard and gloomy experience of the man. He might have died on that loom, had he not been summoned out for some new proprietor. When he left, the traddles he had tramped so long were nearly worn through. The wall at the back of his loom, the two front posts, and the swords of his lay, were covered with poems cut from “The Chartist Circular”, “The True Scotsman”, “The Northern Star”, the local and other newspapers. His favourite pieces - and of them he was most notably and excessively fond - were pasted, as gems above all others, the one on his lay, and the other on the wall behind him. These were “The Herd Lassie” and “The Wee Spunk Laddie” - both by Jessie Morton. His reading of The Herd Lassie on one occasion, with the tears in his eyes, so unmanned the “Gentle Kilmeny” that he left the loom shop to weep outside.

Ben the house,  - that is the corresponding room on the right hand on entering the door - was “The Beggar's Gellie” - a low lodging house. Where sometimes a score of people would sleep on shake-doons on the floor, at twopence a piece a night. These wretched wanderers often stepped into the loom-shop, and appeared to pity the four weavers tramping in the four corners, where they had neither sunlight nor air; and, by way of benefit, would sing them ballads, play tunes on the flute, violin, bagpipes, organ, or hurdy-gurdy. Sometimes a party of them would have got up a popular concert - a bona fide beggar's opera - in the loom shop for the gratification of the four weavers, who, to these vagrants, looked as so many prisoners in a condemned cell. James has often hung over his lay to listen to the pitiful tales of these waifs of the beggars' gellie, for whom - that is the whole class - he ever cherished a deep and affectionate interest. After the abolition of the beggar's gellie, that noted ‘hen house’ was occupied by James Low - a very clever and political character, who in his latter years became a useful temperance reformer.

Gow became a good deal inflamed by the fiery politics of his neighbour, and was carried away by the fierce doctrines of the Chartists. These tenents impregnated the muse of the poet. Every person requires a person to wind the weft for his web upon bobbins or pirns. The poet's pirn wife was old Janet Sydie, a poor widow who lived in Temple Lane. Having an ailing daughter, who lingered many years, Janet's pastor - the Rev. George Gilfillan - came very frequently to minister to the spiritual and temporal wants of the daughter. The poet was present on many of these occasions, and was highly refreshed in his intellectual and spiritual nature. These conversations had the effect of drawing James frequently to George's Church, especially at the monthly evening lectures. James, however had never introduced or obtruded himself to Mr Gilfillan; but in after years, when the poet received a long and most encouraging letter from that gentleman, he was, to use his own words, quite “lifted up”. That letter was worn to rags among Gow's associates, who were all very thankful that Gow received such a letter.

Though the poet has been descried as gloomy, he was far from being morose or splenetic; and though he courted no one himself, yet there was that about him which won him many friends and visitors. All the humble sons of the muses in Dundee would be found at the back of the beam of the poet's loom. Among these were William Gardiner, the poet and botanist, who was born in the same close where James first saw the light of day; William Thom, the Bard of Inverury, who for a time exercised a baneful influence over Gow. There were also Tough, Colville, Wilson and Mitchell - and latterly professor Lawson; James Myles, the author of “Rambles in Forfarshire” and “The Factory Boy”; John Sime, author of “The Halls of Lamb”; James Adie, the geologist - the ‘Gentle Kilmeny of his many friends; and others. John Mitchell, one of the best hearted of men, with a poetical temperament, was open as day; but his political anxiety and fierce oratory led him, to very extreme positions. He it was who led the Chartist march to Forfar, for which he fled to America. Thom, Mitchell, Wilson, Colville, and Tough used to strive with each other who would compose the best poems. They would foregather of a Saturday night, and decide on their comparative merits. There were no prizes awarded in the circle - the approbation of the circle was laurels sufficient for them.

One of the pieces composed by James, on receiving the plaudits of the coterie as the successful piece, was sent to Mr George Milne, the editor of the “Dundee Chronicle”. James waited for publication day with great eagerness, and during the intervening day or two he began to dream great dreams of fame, honour, and immortality as a great poet of the people. After a sleepless night, he went to the office of the paper, bought a copy, and hurriedly opened the wet sheet for a gust of fame. He scanned the columns in vain; his piece was not there. He consoled himself with the belief that it would appear the following week. But his hopes were dashed to the ground in New Inn Entry, when he found in the notices to correspondents that his piece was ‘not suited for our columns’. 'This rebuff'’ he said 'floored me for two years'. During that time, he brooded a great deal over the injustice of the sentence. The circle sincerely sympathised, as their taste was struck at by the editorial sentence. At the end of the two years they sent off another copy of the same poem to the same paper; and a grand day it was for Gow and his friends when “Poets Corner” of the “Dundee Chronicle” contained the once rejected poem in full - 

“Tell me no more my country's free”

This event very greatly excited Gow; and in the fervour of that excitement, he was led by William Thom to his favourite Howff - The Wheatsheaf Tavern - in Shepherd's Close. Here Thom ruled as the chairman of a free-and-easy, where many clever but dissolute men met for song, and story, and drink. Thom was, as the phrase of loose company goes, a "right good fellow”. His songs and conversation, varied with the melting music of his flute, conspired to make him a great favourite. His playing of the tune, “The Flowers of the Forest” was masterly, and most impressively touching. Here it was that, through the delusive influence of drink, James overcame his natural timidity, and would give them a song. The applause which followed, carried James to the verge of the gulf where, alas! too many poets have sunk: and for some years James spent his hard-won earnings at the public house. Brooding over his conduct, he began to reform, and at one time took the pledge at a temperance meeting in Taylor's Lane. He took an interest in attending that and similar meetings. After his first appearance in the press, he continued to write numerous pieces. “His Dying Address of Willie Harrow's Horse” and “Water Johnnie” popularised him at once. Professor Lawson introduced his poetry to “Tait's Magazine”, “Chamber's Journal” and “Hogg's Instructor”. For each of his pieces in these magazines he received his guinea or half-guinea, of which payments he was vastly proud. A cheap collection, entitled “The Lays of the Loom”, was published, and ran through several editions

After the lapse of some time, however, a very remarkable and sudden change came over his life: his mother died, and he was seized with typhoid fever. He was taken to the Royal infirmary, King's Road. On his recovery, he was very weak, and the doctor said he would require six weeks' recruiting in the country. James, on leaving, received a staff to support him, from the doctor. When the iron gate closed, a sense of bitter desolation, and wretchedness, and homelessness, came over him. He stood weeping by the gate for a little, then flung his staff over the wall and went to Mr James Scrymgour for advice. Mr Scrymgour wrote to Lord Kinnaird, asking for 30s. for the purpose of defraying a six weeks' retreat in the country. Lord Kinnaird sent the sum asked, along with a kindly invitation for him to come to Inchture, where his Lordship had lodgings sought out for him, and farther, that his Lordship would defray all the cost of his living there until he was recovered. One singular result of Gow's illness was, that it had taken away the power or faculty of writing poetry; and he never regained the power. He made several ineffectual attempts to convey his thanks to Lord Kinnaird in poetry; and his inability to do so was a source of much regret to him. Several of his unfinished pieces were completed, but no new poem was written; so that his muse remained mute for twenty-five years. When James Gow, the political agitator, died in the Infirmary, on Thursday Oct. 4, 1849, a placard was issued inviting the inhabitants generally to attend his funeral; and the immense concourse of people in mourning who turned out on that occasion was something surprising. It afterwards appeared however, that a large proportion of those who followed the hearse were under the impression that they were paying their last respects to the poet of that name; and as the poet was ever afterwards silent, these had their impressions confirmed, so that, while he was still alive, he was frequently spoken of and written about as the late James Gow.

For many years after this calamity, he dragged out a miserable existence. He was sober and steady enough, but his seemed a withered life. He worked when he could on a loom in a cheerful factory belonging to Mr Andrew Storrier; But his health often gave way, and he pined in sadness and sorrow, and often in great want. Still, there were many kind friends who rendered him help in his distress.

Through the liberality of Lord Kinnaird, Mr Richard Gardiner, of Dudhope, Colonel Anderson, and Mr Storrier, Mr Scrygmour - who all took a kindly interest in the unfortunate man - was enabled to supply him with necessary food and clothing. Other benevolent persons also contributed assistance readily, although in a lesser degree; and the Police Box, in the hands of Superintendent Mackay, was always a ready resource in a serious emergency. About three weeks before his death, on finding that he was fast failing, and needing medical assistance, application on his behalf was made to the Parochial Board, who, however, refused to send a doctor, or to grant out-door relief, as he declined to enter the Poorhouse. This refusal preyed very strongly upon his sensitive nature. Mr Neil Steel, who had shown him no small kindness, urged him to enter the Poorhouse, as he required attendance; but the repugnance of the poet to enter the Poorhouse was strong to morbidness; and as a niece of his - a kindly factory girl- came every week with a supply of food for her uncle, and as his other relatives assisted him a little, he resolved not to enter the Poorhouse, be the consequences what they might. He died on Monday, Jan. 29, 1872, having nearly completed his 58th year. He was buried in the Eastern Necropolis, close to the Annan monument, in a piece of ground belonging to the Rev. John MacPherson; and a miniature head-stone now marks the spot where he is laid.

The following is one of the pieces by which Gow is best known as a poet: -

DYING ADDRESS OF WILL HARA'S HORSE

O Will, O Will, I greatly fear,

For thee or thine I'll toil nae mair;

My bleeding back forbids to bear

Your ne'er-greased cart:

Ilk joint o' me is e'en richt sair;

And sick's my heart.

Just as the clock struck twa yestreen,

I swarfed outricht, through fever keen.

Which made my twa blind time-blinded een

Stan' in my head;

And think ere now I wad hae been

Baith stiff and dead.

Ye needna stan', and fidge, and claw,

And crack your whip, and me misca';

'Tis just as true's ye gie me straw

Instead o' bran, 

That my auld stumps forbid to chaw, -

I'll die ere lang.

Or, whan I couldna eat the trash

Ye coft, whan you were scarce o' cash,

Wi' hazel rung ye did me thrash,

On head and hip;

But soon I'll save ye a' that fash, -

Lay up your whip!

Gae, tell gleyed Pate, your wisest brither,

That death on me has tied his tether;

And syne come quickly, baith thegither,

My corpse to manage,

And tak' me whare they took my mither, -

Straught to the tannage.

But guidsake! tell na brither Tam,

That shapeless semblance o' a man-

Wha's liker some orang-outang

Than human being':

Nor nane o' your horse-murderin' gang,-

Your auld mare's deein'.

Mak, haste now Will, and gang awa',

For Pate and his auld naig, to draw

My pithless banes to Death's chill ha'-

A dreary scene!

For ere your back I'll lifeless fa'-

Amen, Amen! 

Innes A. Duffus

Archivist to the Nine Incorporated Trades of Dundee.
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