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Historical Development of the City of Glasgow

During the 19th century Glasgow was at its peak in terms of self-confidence: Daniel Defoe wrote in his book “A tour thro’ the Whole Island 
of Great Britain” that Glasgow was “the cleanest and beautifullest, and best built city in Britain, London excepted.” Thanks to the Indus-
trial Revolution, the manufacture of cotton and textiles, sugar, tobacco and manufactured goods developed fast and the city became a 
major hub for international trades. This was possible after extensive river engineering projects to dredge and deepen the River Clyde as 
far as Glasgow between the end of the 18th century and the first 19th. Shipbuilding became a major industry on the upper stretches of the 
river, immigrants from the Highlands and Ireland started arriving attracted by the new need of workforce, increasing Glasgow’s population 
from a quarter of a million at the start of Victoria’s reign to 760,000 at the end of her reign (Victorian Glasgow, BBC History. Retrieved 14 
September 2010).  

Considered one of the richest and finest cities in Europe, “second city of the Empire” until the early 20th century, Glasgow saw its decline 
in a first moment with the post-Wolrd War I recession, then during the 1950s after a weak recovery. The economic decline and the rapid 
de-industrialisation led to high unemployment, urban decay and poor health for the city’s inhabitants. It is in this climate that the Bruce 
Report was published as an attempt of city regeneration through a huge and radical programme of demolition and rebuilding of massive 
parts of the city. Until the late 1970s infamous suburban housing and tower blocks popped-up all over Glasgow aiming at turning round 
the decline of the city.

Since the 1980s thanks to new campaigns and active actions for the improvement both of the city and life quality, Glasgow has been able 
to recover and it is now considered one of the world’s top ten touristic cities (Carrell, Severin. The Guardian, London. Retrieved 15 Octo-
ber 2008). Today Scotland is promoting massive projects of regeneration like one that interests the Clyde Waterfront, is the biggest regen-
eration project ever undertaken in Scotland. 

Land-Use 

> The Industrialisation promoted the fluorish-
ing of shipyards and massive industry areas 
along the river that kept developing until the 
second Post World War. The only area that 
faced directly the river was the city centre and 
part of the southside

> The Industrial Revolution pushed the city to 
develop westwords. However, the new devel-
opment has never had a direct relation with 
the Clyde because of the big industrial areas in 
between

> When the river, the factories and the docks 
were abandoned and demolished, the ex-in-
dustrial areas last empty
 
> The retail lands that used to be industrial 
spaces have a great potential for future devel-
opment thanks to the challange of reconnect-
ing the city to the river 

> The Glasgow Green is today the only major 
green space directly connected to the Clyde

Population

> The population increased massively with 
the beginning of the Industrialization pushing 
the city to develop westwards where the river 
shape was more suitable for changes

Accessibility to the River

> Initial Block typologies of Govan in 1854 
highlight large 440m x 220m blocks stretching 
along the River Clyde creating very imperme-
able spaces and few access points for users 
to reach the River Clyde. A 30m distance is 
afforded by the surrounding buildings allowing 
users to walk along the north and south banks

> 1888 highlights the widening of the Clyde by 
over 100 meters causing the pathway along 
the river edge to disappear resulting in a very 
distant relationship between people actively 
interacting with the River. Blocks running 
along the South bank further increase in length 
to upwards of 730m decreasing access points 
and further exacerbating problems of access 
to the River edge by the community. Similar 
problems occur for the North bank with blocks 
reaching over  1470m’s in length along the 
Clyde.

> By 1912 a 10m River pathway was estab-
lished along the Southern bank and blocks 
began to reduce in size increasing the number 
of access points, including the Govan ferry 
however problems along the North bank can 
be recognised as block sizes continued to 
grow to upwards of 1900 meters in length and 
a lack of pathway continued to results in poor 
access to the River Clyde by the public. These 
challenges are evident in the 1960 typologies 
as a large path was created towards the River 
edge on the North bank, but with still a lack 
pathway the access to the Clyde was largely 
difficult to achieve.

> Block typologies highlighted in 2014 show 
the development of Govan has begun to learn 
from its Broomielaw neighbour, dividing blocks 
into 100m x 80m Grids establishing many more 
access points to the River Clyde along the 
North Bank. This is further enhanced by a con-
sistent pathway along the River edge. Whilst 
the south bank hasn’t completely taken on 
this lesson, it has begun to establish a smaller 
block size that hasn’t been seen since 1854. 
There remains difficulties with the inability to 
walk along the River Clyde due to the widening 
of the River Clyde in 1888.

Connections across the River

> During the 16th century the river Clyde was 
still crossable by foot at some points. One 
of those crossings was at Govan. The River 
was not seen as an insuperable barrier at 
that time. Both sides of the River were seen 
as one place. At the city centre, the river was 
not crossable by foot so bridges were build, 
around which the town developed itself.

> River crossings developed in different ways 
for Govan and Glasgow. The river was deep-
ened in 1812 to be able to dock larger vessels 
at Brommielaw and shipbuilding docks were 
build at Govan. Because there was a lot of 
ship related activity on the river, it was hard to 
erect bridges over the river without hindering 
the ships. 

> To be able to cross the river at Govan, mul-
tiple ferry lines where put in service. With the 
growth of population and new town develop-
ments, the amount of bridges also increased 
eastward. 

> At the end of the 19th century the subway of 
Glasgow opened its doors and connected the 
two sides of the river with each other. Because 
of the subway, the amount of ferries declined.
In 1963 the Clyde Tunnel was opened to con-
nect Govan with the North side of the river. 

> The tunnels contains next to car tunnels 
also a pedestrian and cyclist tunnels. The first 
bridge to be built west of the Kingston bridge 
was the Bells bridge in 1988, as a pedestrian 
crossing for the garden festival. At the start of 
the new millennium another pedestrian bridge 
was erected a bit further west and the Clyde 
Arc in 2006 to link the Scottish Exhibition and 
Conference Centre with the Glasgow Science 
Centre and Pacific Quay. Today there are still 
ferries crossing the river for tourists and one 
ferry line that connects Govan with the Mu-
seum of transportation.

>By deepening the river, and increasing the 
river bounded activities, the Clyde became a 
barrier that had to be crossed

>River activities determent from which point 
on the Clyde bridges could be built and with 
that which parts of town could have a good 
connection.

> By 1854 Glasgow was strongly established as Britain’s second trading city after London so its Urban block typology had plenty of time to be 
routed to the city. Initial typologies from 1854 highlight the deeper, thinner blocks established along the North of the river with a 50 meter dis-
tance to the water front allowing plenty of for Quay’s to be constructed and trade to pass through its streets.  The south of the river took on a 
similar attitude to the North with giving large distances to the water bank and allowing easy accessibility all along the River. The block typolo-
gies identified here are much shorter in length than those found on the North bank but maintain similar width creating many access points to 
the river. The change in block typologies can be linked to development of plot’s and previous examples of fires through Glasgow.

> With the addition of Glasgow’s central railway station by 1888 it can be identified that the formation of this building imitates that of its sur-
rounding neighbours, a deep, but narrow space perpendicular to the river front encouraging access to the riverfront. The flexibility of this 
modular structure is further represented in the ability of the grid to be removed where it’s needed to expand the railway in 1912; in places, parts 
of urban block columns are removed, as the railways grow. By 2014 an entire column of blocks was removed as the Glasgow central station 
expands South. The ability to change the urban form to suit the needs of the people that are housed within the city has meant that the urban 
blocks of Glasgow have been hugely successful, which is further reinforced by the lack of change since 1854; despite its scars of multiple eco-
nomic depression’s and housing problems. This is in stark contrast to the typologies found within the Govan blocks is struggling to maintain an 
identity that is able to facilitate today’s living and challenges.

By the second half of the 20th century the 
ship building economy was in trouble. A lot of 
the factories went bankrupt and demolished 
so to leave massive free spaces for housing. 
The once great docks of Glasgow were filled 
and build upon. Nowadays, the river banks 
are mostly occupied by high rise housing and 
large scale housing, but also convention and 
recreational centres.

The river banks where originally used for agri-
culture. The big mansions along the river were 
scattered with surrounding farmlands. Before 
shipbuilding and steel industry, the area was 
known for its textile manufacturing which in 
medieval times was done at home. The need 
of water for this kind of production is very 
demanding so it was commonly placed along 
the river, hence the use of the bleaching fields 
that are placed along the river.
The first quay erected close to the city centre 
was at Broomielaw in 1688. The river banks in 
city centre were often filled in as “greens” or 
lawns. The largest one is still here today and 
is named Glasgow Green.

The river banks were re-built fallowing the 
needs of the new industrialization. Quays 
and docks began to change the river shape, 
and factories, foundries and mills were built 
around the Queen’s Dock, the firts one in 
Glasgow. After the finishing of the Prince’s 
Dock construction in Govan, the ship-building 
yards and the dry docks had a great impact 
on the river banks and surrounding. On the 
Eastend of Glasgow Green, which was the 
only remaining large piece of nature in the 
city, chemical factories were built along the 
river. In this stage the industrial sites had 
become a buffering zone between the city 
and the river.

By 1960 the city was almost entirely separated 
from the Clyde by an industrial belt. The old-
est part of the city on both sides of the river 
keeps being the only part of the river with a 
waterfront.

The River Clyde as a Resource 

The River Clyde has been a centre for shipbuilding for hundreds of years, with boats being built in the area possibly as early as the 15th 
century. By the 16th century the city had become an important trading centre with the Clyde providing access to the city and the rest 
of Scotland for merchant shipping. It is often said that “Glasgow made the Clyde, and the Clyde made Glasgow” (www.clydewaterfront.
com). Indeed, the de-silting of the Clyde in the 1770s allowed bigger ships to move further up the river, creating the basis for the industry 
and shipbuilding progress that made Glasgow a hub for international trades. A succession of brilliant engineers like James Smeaton, John 
Golborne and Thomas Telford used dykes to channel the natural scouring power of the water to deep the river bed and parts of the Up-
per Clyde were canalised. An essential element to the success of Glasgow as a trade centre was established in 1812 with the completion 
of the deepening of the Clyde River. This huge project known as the Lang Dyke ensured the passage of large ships that could now come 
straight into the Broomielaw instead of stopping at the ports outside of the city. Likewise, between 1768 and 1790 the  Forth and Clyde 
Canal was constructed. Joining the Clyde at Bowling Harbour the canal linked commerce and the merchant communities of the East and 
West of Scotland together.

“We must remember in addition, that little more than fifty years ago the river had scarcely sufficient water to float an ordinary herring-
boat, and has been brought into its present condition by unremitting exertion. The depth at high water was originally not more than 3 ½ 
feet: it is now about 20 feet; and the breadth of the stream has been more than doubled”
- Article published in 1860, taken from http://www.scotcities.com/railways/ferries.htm

The new great industrial city of Glasgow and its transformation as international business hub was originally based on the tobacco trade 
with America throughout the United Kingdom and Europe. With the American Revolutionary War, merchants turned their attention to the 
West Indies and to textile manufacture which improved wealth and richness and pushed the city to develope westwards. Beautiful build-
ings, rich houses, spectacular churches and monuments started raising all over the city as well as a municipal public transport system, 
parks, museums and libraries.
After 1860 the Clydeside shipyards specialised in steamships which rapidly replaced the wooden sailing vessels of both the merchant 
fleets and the battle fleets of the world. It became the world’s pre-eminent shipbuilding centre. The rapid increase in shipbuilding and the 
significant development of the Steam Engine throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries marked massive opportunities for Glasgow to 
expand its heavy industry. Between 1844 and 1963, Denny’s shipyard alone built over 1500 ships.  An important shipbuiding landmark 
on the Clyde is the Finnieston Crane at Yokhill which was completed in 1931. It was primarily used to load large steam ocomatives for 
exportation but also used to fit large ships’ engines. This impressive machine is still in working order. For many, though, the heart of the 
shipping industry in Glasgow lay in Govan and the Fairfield Shipyards, where Robert Napier, known as ‘the father of shipbuilding on the 
Clyde’, trained many of those who went on to establish leading shipyards, including John Brown’s Shipyard in Clydebank. These ship-
yards grew towards the end of the nineteenth century to become the some of the leading suppliers of the Royal Navy, as well as building 
liners and steamers. After World War Two the shipping industry went into decline and by the 1960’s, Fairfield had collapsed (www.clyde-
waterfront.com).

This Glasgow’s map from 1580 shows the first bridge trhough the Clyde. It enabled the city to develop and put Glasgow in a  key position for trades to and from Scotland. Also, it is 
interesting to highlight that the islands that on one hand blocked the transit of big ships from the Ocean to Glasgow, on the other hand enabled people from Govan to easily across the 
river on foot thanks also to stepping stones connecting the two sides (see fig. below).

Bridge over the Clyde leading to Merchant city, heart of Glasgow

The City of Glasgow 1800, a watercolour by Hugh William Williams Shipping on the Clyde, Atkinson Grimshaw, 1881

Above: The study on changes of the river shape through the time well shows how the Indus-
trial development led to the contruction of docks. Of particular importance are Queen’s Dock 
and Price’s Dock in Govan. The first had two channels and was a hive of activity until the six-
ties when trade practically vanished with the coming of containerisation. The second had three 
dry docks that were built for the Clyde Navigation Trust between 1869 and 1898. The first dock 
opened in 1875, the second larger dock in 1886 and the third and largest in 1898. They were 
extensively used for winter overhauls and refits of Clyde steamers.
On the left: two views on the Clyde, the first from the General Terminus Quay, the second one 
from Govan building industry and an old photograph of a steamer at Broomielaw.

Finnieston Crane in 1957 A view to Finnieston Crare holding the straw locomotive 
sculpted by George Wyllie in 1987

A view to Finnieston Crare today and the new riverfront
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Population Increase and Health

17th Century Glasgow used farming as a main trade method which connected Scotland to important trading cities such 
as Manchester and London in. At this point in time, the River Clyde was responsible for both Glasgow’s establishment 
and development as it allowed a crossable point for animals. It acted as a source of commerce, transport and entertain-
ment; daily life was heavily connected to it because of day-to-day activities such as fishing, washing clothes and a place 
to meet with the community. 

Massive immigration combined with insecurity of employment and bad housing, were the ingredients for chronic public 
health problems. By the end of the 18th century, smallpox was responsible for almost 19 per cent of deaths in Glasgow. 
Not surprisingly children were the worst affected with 50 per cent of the deaths of those under 5 years of age being at-
tributed to the disease. With much of Glasgow’s drinking water drawn from the polluted waters of the Clyde, cholera 
struck even better-off households. Between 13 February and 17 May 1832 there were 1,281 reported cases, of whom 660 
died (http://www.theglasgowstory.com).

With the industrial Revolution many people both from the countryside and other countries were attracted to the new 
need of workforce and migrated to the main centres looking for a better life. 
Between 1750 and 1821 Glasgow’s population exploded from just under 32,000 to over 147,000 people with a third of 
this increase just in the last decade. In common with other periods of the city’s history both before and after, this popula-
tion explosion was substantially boosted by immigration. From the late 18th century, Glasgow was a natural place of set-
tlement for Irish Protestants, particularly Presbyterians, who shared a common ancestry and cultural heritage with Low-
land Scots and by 1819 about 30 per cent of the area’s weaving population were of Irish origin. Unskilled Irish Catholics 
came to the west of Scotland from the 1750s in large numbers to undertake the heavy physical work involved in improv-
ing farm land. 
Neither the Catholic nor Protestant Irish were very welcome in Scotland which led to the United Irishmen’s rebellion 
against the British government in 1798. As a result Scottish Episcopalians and Catholics, who were gaining greater toler-
ance and political freedom, tried to exclude them from their congregations, often by building separate chapels for their 
use. 

1860’s saw a significant rise in the Govan population  with immigrants from Ireland, the lowlands and Highlands which 
brought deep cultural divisions. The graph on the right shows how the new population established itself into the social 
workforce structure: groups 1 and 2 refer to owner and manager grades, group 3 skilled manual jobs and group 4 and 
5 report un-skilled manual workers. It can be noticed that the majority of immigrants occupy the lower groups and were 
rarely considered for promotions to higher skilled jobs.

Early trade in the town 
i n c l u d e s  f i s h e r m e n , 
millers, bakers, cobblers, 
painters, and blacksmiths: 
w o o d e n  m e r c h a n t ' s 
houses replace peasant 
huts as typical housing.

1200

1480

Glasgow plays  a 
c e n t r a l  r o l e  i n 
c o n n e c t i o n  a n d 
trade of  herr ing 
fishing.

1625
T h e  f i r s t  q u a y 
i s  b u i l t  a t 
Broomielaw.

1655

Glasgow trades  in  coal , 
hoops, meal, oats, butter, 
herring, salt, paper, prunes, 
timber, and hides: goat, kids, 
and deerskin.

1718

First  Glasgow vessel 
to  s a i l s  to  Am e r i c a n 
O v e r t a k i n g  t r a d e 
i m p o r t a n c e  f r o m 
Liverpool and Bristol.

1770

River Clyde was deepened 
to 7.2m allowing lar.ger 
vessels to pass through.

1799-1800
D e m o n s t r a t i o n  o v e r  b r e a d 
prices, trade in tobacco and rum 
declines. 
The River Clyde is 3.1m deep, and 
supports 200 wharves and jetties.

1866

The city improvement 
Ttust clears slums and 
constructs new roads 
and buildings.

1850
Engineers begin work on 
a much greater dredging, 
deepening and widen to the 
River Clyde.

1880

Dredging work complete widening 
the Govan crossing from 45m to 
147m. Graving Docks were completed 
allowing shipbuilding to prosper at 
Govan.

1910

E m i g r a t i o n 
leads to 20.000 
h o u s i n g 
v a c a n c i e s  i n 
Glasgow.

1929-1933

Great Depression, Glasgow 
face economic depression.

1936
Overcrowding exists in 29% 
of Glasgow's houses.

1939-1946

World war II, Glasgow naval 
base HMS Spartiate opens.

1960-1980
Goven docks infilling 
and closure.

1970

M8 motor way and 
K i n g s t o n  B r i d g e 
open.

1960-1980
Decline of heavy industry.

1985

Clyde Waterfront Regeneration; 
tourism becomes the target of 
generating visitors to the River 
Clyde.

1990
Glasgow becomes Cultural 
Capital of Europe.

2014

1775
Heavy trade with 
America in tobacco, 
sugar,and cotton.

1781
Vessels over 30 tonnes can 
now reach Broomielaw quay.
Textile & Chemical factories 
begin Industrial Revolution.
Tennants Factory Built.

Commonwealth Games.
Ferry crossing at Govan 
closes.

1912
J. Hardland & Wolff Shipyard 
takeover allowing jobs in 
Govan.

1962
J. Hardland & Wolff Shipyard 
closes.
Trams in Glasgow closed.

1678
Fi r s t  s t a g e  c o a c h 
f r o m  G l a s g o w  t o 
Edinburgh

1758
First regular 7-day 
c o a c h  b e t w e e n 
Glasgow and London 
carrying mail.

1783

First connection through the Forth 
connecting Glasgow, Falkirk and 
Edinburgh taking 12 hours.
Glasgow sets up first British trade 
organisation with its Chamber of 
Commerce.

1802

G l a s g o w  s a f e l y 
demonstrates that large 
vessels can be towed in and 
out of harbour safely.

1811
Glasgow officially becomes 
the second trade city of the 
British Empire after London.

1812

T h e  f i r s t  E u r o p e a n 
commercial steamship, 
Bel l 's  Comet launches 
from Glasgow.

1831
S c o t l a n d s  f i r s t 
rai lway is  built  in 
Glasgow.

1842

F i r s t  r a i l w a y 
connection between 
G l a s g o w  a n d 
Edinburgh

1872
Fi r s t  t ra mway  o p e n s  i n 
G l a s g o w  b e t w e e n  S t 
George's Cross and Eglinton 
Toll.

1896
G l a s g o w 
underground 
opens.

1963

Clyde Tunnel opens allowing 
cars to cross the River Clyde.

Govan Employment in 1871
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Plots: Typology & Housing

- Plot sizes got bigger in time, which 
had a rather negative influence on the 
flexibility and function-diversity of city 
blocks.

- Certain typologies encourage or pro-
voke certain social conditions. 
- When building high density buildings, 
it is important to retain a connection 
with the street and the surroundings.
- Providing shared spaces can benefit 
social structures of neighbourhoods.

- Relocating households to mono-func-
tional neighbourhoods at the edge of 
the city reduces the inhabitants oppor-
tunities and make them dependent on 
commuting.
- Creating a certain density by infilling 
gaps in the existing city is an important 
way to put a hold to urban sprawl and 
helps to build a more sustainable city
- Re-using old houses can be better 
than demolishing them and build new 
ones. Having different layers of history 
in a neighbourhood is important for the 
psychological wellbeing of its inhabit-
ants.


