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THE MULTI-FACETED LIFE OF PETER BROUGH  
OF PAISLEY, 1797-1883  

 
Ying Yong Ding 
University of the West of Scotland 
 

 

Abstract 
 
The paper which follows gives an account of the life and career of 

Peter Brough of Paisley, a wealthy Victorian drapery entrepreneur, 

investor and philanthropist who became a major influence in the 

town. A brief overview of Paisley during Brough’s time is first given. 

Secondly, the paper traces Brough’s business ventures in Paisley and 

across Scotland, together with his investment activities. A character 

sketch then follows. The paper next examines Brough’s engagement in 

local affairs, following this with an account of his church 

involvements and Christian philanthropy. The paper concludes with a 

final reflection on Brough’s life and achievement, set within its 

context. 

 
Introduction - Paisley in the 18th and 19th Century 
 
Paisley’s history can be traced to about the year five hundred, when 

the missionary Mirin carried Christianity across Strathclyde to a ford 

over the White Cart Water. In the twelfth century this led to a 

monastic settlement by monks of the Cluniac Order, who conducted 

some textile manufacture in what was by then called Paisley. In due 

course, the town earned its lasting reputation in the weaving industry 

with its distinctive, self-employed handloom weavers, producing 

linen, silk and latterly, cotton, during the 18th and 19th centuries. The 

development of the Paisley silk shawl also resulted in the growth of 

other textiles based on the ‘Paisley pattern’ in the early 19th century 

(Clark, 1988). However, trading in both cotton and silk came to a halt 

before the Napoleonic Wars, and business conditions worsened when 

the Wars ended, which left the Paisley weavers in desperation. This 

led to the town’s first financial disaster in 1840, which ushered in the 
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‘Hungry Forties’. The town was hit hard by another financial crisis in 

1857 with the failure of the Glasgow-based Western Bank which was 

followed by the collapse of the City of Glasgow Bank in 1878, which 

had less direct effect on Paisley business.  

 

Despite all the financial difficulties in the mid-19th century, 

businesses in Paisley expanded from weaving to cotton spinning, 

thread twisting and extended further to a wider range of new 

industries including engineering, mining and shipbuilding. Among 

these industries, the most renowned example was Paisley’s thread 

industry, the majority of which, by 1896, became consolidated into J 

& P Coats Ltd (Coats, 2013).  
 

Table 1: The Growth of Paisley’s Population 

Year Population 

1707 2,000 

1733 3,396 

1753 4,195 

1771 5,000 

1781 16,000 

1801 17,026 

1811 19,937 

1821 26,428 

1831 31,460 

1841 48,416 

1851 47,951 

1861 47,427 

1871 48,257 

1881 56,642 

1890 65,500 

(Source: Sturrock, 1890, p. 27) 
 

As shown in Table 1 above, the population in Paisley was only 2,000 

in 1707, but gradually increased to 5,000 in 1771. From then on, it 

multiplied more than three times, reaching a figure of 16,000 in 1781. 

It continued to rise through the 19th century and by 1890 stood at 

65,500. The growth of Paisley’s population, not surprisingly, was 
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related to its economic growth in the weaving business first and later 

in the thread industry together with other supporting industries in and 

around the Paisley region, as explained by Clark (1988). 
 

Peter Brough’s Business and Investment Ventures 
 
What little primary source information there is on Peter Brough has 

survived in Paisley’s Heritage Centre. This includes some newspaper 

cuttings and a copy of Brough’s Will.  The major source for this study 

is the biography of Brough, written by Rev. James B. Sturrock, who 

was his minister at the Free High Church of Paisley, as well as his 

friend. Sturrock was asked by Brough to write his biography, which 

was published in 1890, seven years after his death and entitled Peter 

Brough: A Paisley Philanthropist. As a main source for his study, 

Sturrock had access to Brough’s diary. While somewhat 

hagiographic, Sturrock’s biography of Brough nevertheless provides 

very valuable information on his business activities as well as details 

of his personal and religious life. It also creates a clear impression of 

Brough, who was in his time a successful businessman, faithful 

Christian, devoted churchman and a visionary philanthropist. 
 

The Startup and Expansion of Brough’s Business  
Peter Brough was born on the 25th September 1797, at Old Scone, 

near Perth. He came from a family of six and he was the third child to 

David Brough and Janet Miller. His father, David Brough, was a 

tailor to begin with and later engaged in the grain trade until 1820.  

 

At the age of fourteen, Peter Brough took up an apprenticeship with a 

draper, Richard Wylie, in Perth, for three years. Draper, or linen 

draper, was the term commonly given in the 19th century to the 

proprietor of, or a worker within, a store which had bought cloth from 

wholesale merchants for the purpose of selling it to individual 

customers. Drapers were in great demand by seamstresses and tailors 

until the mid-19th century as ready-to-wear clothes were not by this 

point generally available in shops. Samples of fabrics were displayed 

in a draper’s to allow customers to see and feel the quality of cloth 

before purchase.  
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At the beginning of his apprenticeship, Brough suffered from severe 

bashfulness while working in the shop and left. Eventually, his 

parents persuaded him to go back to Wylie. It is worth noting an entry 

recorded by Sturrock from Brough’s Diary from this time that, ‘I soon 

came to learn the business very well, and though I had the world to 

begin again, I do not know that I could choose any profession in 

which I would be happier’ (Sturrock, 1890, p. 12). Bashfulness would 

never hold him back. He remained under Wylie for another year 

before seeking a position elsewhere. He first tried a situation in 

Edinburgh, but it proved to be unsuccessful, so he then changed his 

focus to Glasgow. Although he was turned down by numerous shops 

in Glasgow, he was determined to find a place and finally got an offer 

from a Mr. Harvey in the Trongate.  
 

Harvey soon sent Peter Brough along with another junior member of 

staff to No. 92 High Street, Paisley, where he used the shop there as a 

kind of ‘clearance’ store to sell less popular goods to the people of 

‘the suburb’. After convincing himself that the Paisley business was 

not profitable, Harvey was eager to sell it off to his assistant, but the 

offer was initially turned down by Brough. He went on to seize the 

opportunity, however, using his savings of a few pounds together with 

an advance of £20 from his father. He took over the Paisley shop with 

a total stock valued at £450. This was only achievable because 

Harvey was keen on selling the shop fast and so also agreed to accept 

bills from Brough as instalments. Very surprisingly for a young man 

at the age of nineteen, Brough started up his own business on the 16th 

October 1816. His business gradually built up from this point 

onwards. With the population rising in Paisley, as discussed earlier, 

and the increasing demand for clothes in other towns within Scotland, 

Brough further expanded his drapery business. In 1818, Brough 

moved from his first shop to a larger shop at No.96 High Street.  Four 

years after he started his own business in Paisley, he had put his eldest 

brother David (1793-1876) into a small shop at 109 High Street, 

which he stocked with goods valued at about £500. He did the same 

for his other brother John (1807-1875), in a similar setting, in Kinross. 

By 1827, he had acquired six shops in total, three of which were 

located at High Street and Moss Street, Paisley, with the other three 

located in Alloa, Crieff and Kinross. Despite making his one and only 
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financial loss in 1827, his business remained very profitable as shown 

by the growth in net year-end capital balances in Table 2 below. 
 

Table 2: Brough’s Capital Balance (£s), 1817-1837 

 

Year Net 

Balance 

Year Net 

Balance 

1817 174 1828 4,450 

1818 400 1829 5,556 

1819 500 1830 6,130 

1820 503 1831 7,061 

1821 929 1832 7,401 

1822 1,609 1833 7,905 

1823 2,102 1834 8,445 

1824 2,771 1835 9,251 

1825 3,301 1836 9,441 

1826 3,802 1837 12,003 

1827 3,622   

(Source: Sturrock, 1890) 

 

As illustrated from Table 2, the profit of £174 made during Brough’s 

first year, according to his father was ‘a very handsome salary’ 

(Sturrock, 1890, p. 34). His business continued to be prosperous 

throughout the years. In 1822, the capital balance reached four figures 

at £1,609, and from this year on, it increased over seven times in 1837, 

hitting a five-figure sum of £12,003. As mentioned earlier, the only 

year when his business made a loss was in 1827, but the fall in capital 

quickly recovered in the following year as profits returned.  

 

In 1837, a firm was formed under the partnership of Brough and 

Sharp, where Brough had a two-thirds share in the business, until it 

was dissolved in 1846. This firm’s financial data has mostly survived 

from Brough’s balance sheet, where he kept a separate entry for this 

period as shown in Table 3 below. William Miller then took over the 

firm, naming it Miller & Co, while Brough still retained a money-

interest in the business, until the year 1855.  
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Table 3: Capital Balance (£s) in Brough and Sharp, 1838-1846 

 

Year Capital Balance 

 

1838 1,420 

1839 2,300 

1840 1,564 

1841 2,200 

1842 2,000 

1843 N/A 

1844 N/A 

1845 1,000 

1846 1,500 

(Source: Sturrock, 1890) 

 

The above table shows the capital balance of the Brough and Sharp 

business for the years between 1838-1846. Financial information for 

1843 and 1844 is not available. The balance in the account fluctuated 

during this period, ranging from £1,000 to £2,300. This partnership 

only lasted nine years before Miller & Co took it over in 1846. The 

story behind the short-lived partnership could not be found in 

Brough’s Diary and thus did not appear in Sturrock (1890).  However, 

utilising other evidence, it can be safely assumed that up to this point, 

Brough had been in the drapery business for 30 years and lately he 

was becoming more focussed on his personal investments and his 

engagement in the local community. Details of this will be given in 

the following sections.  

 
The Growth of Brough’s Investments 
As well as running his business at a profit, Brough also made 

investments in property, utility firms, banks, railway companies and 

other sectors. His first investment activity can be traced back to 1825, 

when he bought gas shares from a Paisley firm at a cost of £37. In 

1833, he started investing in banks, with a purchase of 50 shares 

valued at £1,500 from the Western Bank. Brough later saw the 

potential for the growth of railways across Britain, and then invested 

most of his fortune in railway firms from 1837 onwards. The new 
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railways consumed capital voraciously as their networks spread, 

transforming trade and travel across Britain. Table 4 given below is 

an illustration of the scope of Brough’s investments in the industries 

mentioned earlier.  

 

Table 4: Brough’s Investments in different Sectors, c. 1825-1882 

 

Property Utility 

Firms 

Banks Railway 

Companies 

·Scone 

Property 

 

·High 

Street 

Property 

 

·Oakshaw

head 

Property 

 

·Paisley 

Gas 

 

·Kinross 

Gas 

 

·Dundee 

Gas 

 

·Aberdeen 

Gas 

 

·Paisley 

Water 

 

·Western Bank 

 

·Clydesdale Bank 

 

·Glasgow Union 

 

·Paisley 

Commercial Bank 

 

·City of Glasgow 

Insurance 

 

·Bank of 

Manchester 

 

·Liverpool and 

Manchester Bank 

 

·District Bank 

 

·Joint Stock Bank 

 

·Edinburgh and 

Glasgow Bank 

 

·Garnkirk Railway 

·New Edinburgh and 

Glasgow Railway 

·Paisley and Renfrew 

Railway 

·Northern and Eastern 

Railway 

·York and N. Midland 

·Dundee and Arbroath 

Railway 

·Selby Scrip 

·Scarborough Railway 

·York Extension 

·London and N-W 

Railway 

·Scottish Central 

·North British Hawick 

·Axholme 

·York and Lancaster 

·York and N E and 

West Riding 

·Dumfries Railway 

·Commercial 

Exchange 

·Glasgow Exchange 

·Ayr Railway 

·Blackburn Railway 

·Glasgow & S-W 
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Railway 

·Great Western 

Railway 

·Caledonian Railway 

·Metropolitan 

Railway 

(Source: Sturrock, 1890) 

 

 

Brough the Man 
 
The only portrait of Brough which survives today is shown below. He 

was thirty-one when this was painted by some local or travelling artist 

whose name is unknown. Although Brough was satisfied with this 

image, it was said not to resemble him at all, as people who knew him 

described their ‘great difficulty in tracing in it any likeness to the 

original’, and stated that it was only a ‘work of art’ (Sturrock, 1890, 

p.51-52). 
 

Figure 1: Portrait of Peter Brough, c. 1828 

 

 

(Source: Paisley Heritage Centre, artist unknown) 

 

However, one person who knew him very well, his business partner, 

James Sharp of Glasgow, gave a detailed description of Brough in his 

prime:  
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“Mr Brough was in stature rather above the 

average, being five feet ten inches in height, and 

somewhat slender in person. His complexion was 

pale, but his features good- well formed mouth, 

prominent nose, bright sparkling eyes, and high 

and well developed forehead. The habitual 

expression of his face was kindly. He cultivated no 

beard or moustache, and having become 

prematurely bald, form early manhood he wore a 

wig. He dressed carefully and well, being usually 

attired in navy-blue frock-coat, black vest and 

trousers. In summer the pantaloons were 

frequently exchanged for white or nankeen. No 

one ever saw him in a suit of tweeds: he was 

scrupulously clean in his linen, the marked 

peculiarity of which was the extreme height of his 

shirt-collar, which covered the full half of his 

cheek, and was as stiffly starched as beau 

Brummel’s” (Sturrock, 1890, p.51-52).  

 

Nevertheless, there are points of correspondence between the portrait 

of Brough and Sharp’s description: his features, facial expression and 

his way of dressing can clearly be identified. For example, the bright 

sparkling eyes, the high and well-developed forehead, the high 

starched collar shirt and the frock coat are common to both.  

 

In terms of personality, Brough found parallels between himself and 

Sir Edward Coke, the famous English judge and politician, whose 

character traits he concluded were ‘pride, reserve, love of distinction’ 

(Sturrock, 1890, p. 71), but his biographer points out that, although 

Coke also loved money, Brough’s ‘love of money’ was only pursued 

in order to use it in the service of others, not on himself. Pride, 

according to his friend, minister and biographer, Sturrock, was indeed 

one of the characteristics in his heart, but it did not appear in his 

manner, as clearly he sought to suppress it. 
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Continuing his comparison of himself to Coke, Brough first discussed 

his ‘love of distinction’ on different occasions in his Diary, especially 

where he raised questions as to how to do the most good with the 

money he had accumulated during his life (Sturrock, 1890). His wish 

was to rise above the ordinary mass of humanity and make a name for 

himself, but it was for doing good rather than for worldly fame on its 

own. Leaving his wealth in his Will to a group of Trustees, as Brough 

did, certainly assured him the great distinction of having his name 

associated with philanthropy in Paisley. It seems likely that his wish 

was to ‘Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your 

good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven’, a Beatitude 

of Jesus he would have known well, as much from the behaviour of 

some of his fellow Christian businessmen in his own church 

congregation as from the Bible (Matthew 5 v.16).  

 

Second, Brough identified ‘reserve’ as a major personal trait. When 

he first worked for Wylie of Perth, at the age of fourteen, as noted 

above, he was extremely bashful whenever he was addressed by 

customers and his blood would rush to his cheeks. This may explain 

why he was uninvolved in romantic entanglements and never married, 

content to share his home with his beloved sister and his shop 

apprentices, as will be discussed below. In spite of being socially 

reserved, Brough always tried his best to make his companions feel 

comfortable and happy.  

 

Thirdly, we noted above that Brough was keen on acquiring money, 

but not for its own sake or out of greed. Consistent with this, he never 

spent lavishly on himself. He never was a ‘spendthrift’, always 

retaining ‘a jealous eye over his money, being able to deny himself 

everything but what was necessary to fit him for the efficient 

discharge of his ordinary duties and keep up a respectable standing in 

society’ (Sturrock, 1890, p. 19). 

 

His savings habits started from his boyhood. There was an early 

entry in his Diary which noted that when he was looking for a 

position in Glasgow, he walked from Scone to Stirling, stayed with 

his friend overnight before catching the Forth and Clyde Canal boat 



 Peter Brough 11 

somewhere near Falkirk, with a total spending of 1s.6d. When he 

took a train to London for business or went to the coast with his sister 

Margaret, he never used first class, but took a third-class ticket. 

Bradley (2016, p. 78) notes that when the Glasgow, Paisley and 

Greenock Railway opened in 1841, the merchants who drew up to 

the stations in their private carriages ‘proved content to take cheap 

tickets and to travel onwards standing up’, so he was not alone. He 

always spent his holidays with Margaret in places such as Saltcoats, 

Ayr, Dunoon, Largs, Troon and Gourock. Luxury holidays were 

never entertained. Although a wealthy man in his later years, Brough 

was still content to wear clothes which had seen better days, inside 

and outside his house (Sturrock, 1890, p. 18, p.75 and p. 223). 

 

Perhaps in common with other evangelical Christians of his age, 

Brough was over-critical of himself in an attempt to achieve personal 

holiness, which he found difficult (Ding, 2011). Nevertheless, 

Sturrock’s own evaluation can be seen as he recalled his first meeting 

with Brough. He described Brough as ‘affable’ when conversation 

was started and noted that he was ‘smiling blankly’ and ‘speaking 

with kindly voice’ (ibid, p.71). Brough respected himself, but was 

above doing anything mean or dishonourable to forward his worldly 

interests. For him, integrity was the best policy both in business and 

in life. He showed ‘firmness of purpose and a high aim, though he had 

nothing in his pocket’ (Sturrock, 1890, p. 22). 

 

Sturrock also recalled a visit made to Brough at some point after 

1879, when he was an old man. He observed that: 

 

“… I was the only outsider who was admitted to 

his cozy [sic] parlour; and if he saw me 

approaching the house, he would open the door 

himself, and quieten the chained dog whose loud 

barking began the moment the outer gate was 

opened. He welcomed me with a beaming face and 

cheery voice, shaking me warmly by the hand, and 

conducting me to the room where I had always to 

take a chair before he would sit down. The old 
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courtesy which had stood him in good stead 

behind the counter for many a long year was 

characteristic of his manner to the last. He was an 

attentive listener; and, when he joined in the 

conversation, it was generally to put a question or 

relate some incident in his past life which aptly 

illustrated the subject up between us (Sturrock, 

1890, p. 225). 

 

After the death of Brough in 1883, the first duty carried out by the 

Trustees he had put in charge of distributing his wealth to good 

causes was to purchase a burial place and erect a suitable monument. 

This gave them great difficulty, as Brough had never had a 

photograph taken and his one remaining portrait was not considered 

to do him justice, as already discussed. Instead, the trustees invited 

John Mossman, the Glasgow sculptor, to design a figure of an angel 

in bronze, on a pediment of Peterhead granite, near the entrance to 

Paisley’s Woodside Cemetery. This monument came to be 

considered one of the chief monuments that Paisley then possessed, 

in memory of Brough and his siblings. The true appearance of 

Brough has been forgotten, but his generosity to the people of the 

town of Paisley, for the promotion of educational, philanthropic and 

religious purposes, has been well remembered by its citizens for 

generations (Sturrock, 1890). 

 
Prominent Citizen 
 
At the age of thirty-three, Brough was elected a member of the Town 

Council in 1830 and remained in this role until 1833. It was most 

likely unusual for a young man at his age to be addressed as ‘Bailie’, 

but that was what they called him on the street. His fellow-townsmen 

respected him not only on the basis that he was a remarkable 

businessman but for his trustworthiness in dealing with public affairs. 

1831 was a period of great trade depression which caused severe 

hardships to many of Paisley’s inhabitants. Among those people, the 

weavers suffered most and £2,000 had to be raised to see them 

through this difficult period. The trade worsened after the outbreak of 
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cholera in the town, 446 out of 769 people were dead and the country 

people were afraid to come into Paisley. This did not stop Brough 

taking an active interest in carrying out philanthropic work. 

 

In 1833, the new Burgh Reform Bill came into operation and offered 

Brough a political candidateship, which he declined. Although he 

retired from the Council in 1833, Brough busied himself with other 

public duties. He took up a post as governor and Director of the 

Paisley Water company for over ten years. When he resigned his role 

in 1843, William Martin from the Committee of Management 

expressed their regrets and reluctant acceptance of his resignation in a 

letter. Martin highly praised Brough’s service as ‘valuable’, ‘earnest’ 

and ‘able’. Brough was also chairman of the local Draper’s 

Association, an organisation that positively influenced those who 

followed his chosen occupation.  

 

Also, in 1833, Brough was elected a Director and Commissioner of 

the Gas Company and carried out this role for 27 years without a 

single interruption. It was recorded in the company’s Board Minutes 

that the Chairman and others gratefully acknowledged Brough’s long 

and valuable service, ‘which sentiments were cordially participated in 

by the whole meeting’ (Sturrock, 1890, p. 205). In early 1862, Brough 

became a Director of the Glasgow and South-Western Railway, as 

well as a shareholder, with an investment of £10,000 at the time. 

Again, he took a very active interest in the firm’s affairs (Sturrock, 

1890, p. 211). 

 

Brough’s involvement with the Council did not resume till 6 April 

1857, when he was approached by the town committee as a suitable 

candidate for election as a Liberal MP. Brough was honoured to be 

asked to come forward as a candidate, but he had no intention of 

proceeding. Instead, he nominated Crum Ewing of Strathleven as 

candidate. Ewing did not win a seat in the election. Brough then 

raised £240 to purchase a handsome service of plate and presented it 

to Ewing at a public meeting in the U. P. Church in St. James Street, 

making an outstanding and well-received speech.  
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Committed Churchman 
 
Man of Faith  
Brough was a faithful Christian whose beliefs were embedded in his 

personal, business and public life, which is clear from his Diary. He 

was influenced as a young man by his parents, who were sincere 

Christians. He strongly believed in personal honesty and refused to 

do anything dishonourable or wrong to forward his own interests. 

His great ambition was to achieve respectability, the acquisition of a 

reputable character which characterised the Victorian middle classes 

and which was the key to social acceptability. He never regretted 

having started business so early, which had made him very careful 

in his business dealings. He was also grateful for the success that 

followed him, a point recorded in his 1816 diary, when he first 

started his business in Paisley (Sturrock, 1890).  

 

There was also a long and detailed entry in his diary listing his own 

reflections after being involved in business for 26 years. Among his 

remarks he expressed gratitude for the Providence that had guided 

him through difficulties when trying to find a position in Edinburgh 

and Glasgow, and eventually obtaining a situation in Paisley and 

beginning business for himself so very early in his life.  

 

In due course, his success with stocks and shares earned him a 

reputation in the town. People with a few hundred pounds to invest 

would come to him for advice, and he was always ready and willing 

to give them the benefit of his superior knowledge and experience on 

the subject. It is easy to picture Brough in this role, eager to offer 

advice on what might prove a safe investment, without looking for 

anything in return. Sturrock points out that here was not a single trace 

of prejudice or superiority in Brough, who treated others as equals as 

he walked humbly with his God. 

 

On 1 January 1847, Brough summarized in his diary some thirty 

years’ life experience since first engaged in the drapery business, 

where again, he invoked Providence, as follows: 
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‘I find on looking back to the beginning of this 

book that I have carried on the drapery business 

exactly for the space of thirty years and two 

months, and upon the whole how happy and 

successful have I been throughout this long 

period. How greatly have the blessings exceeded 

the trials, the profits the losses, and the pleasure 

the pain. Beginning business as I did when almost 

a mere boy, with what abounding gratitude should 

I look back upon that Providence which guided me 

safely through all the rocks and dangers by which 

I was surrounded, giving me energy to push my 

way in the world, when I had but few friends to 

assist me, granting me favour and acceptance in 

the sight of my fellowmen, and preserving to me 

almost uninterrupted health, even up to the 

present day (Sturrock, 1890, pp. 144-145). 

 

To record his feelings and his reflections in his Diary appears to have 

been Brough’s own way of accounting to God and keeping himself 

alert to the spiritual. What he did not know when he wrote the above 

entry was that 1847 was to become a year when the whole nation was 

to suffer significant economic setbacks. 50 railway lines were set to 

go into liquidation, causing losses in share values of £28 million. 

Brough’s investments during this time were mainly in the railways. 

However, he did not suffer as much as the others, although he did 

sustain losses in some stock prices. He was certain that this was due 

to his stocks being of ‘the best description’ and that he had been 

‘abundantly blessed by Him’ (Sturrock, 1890, p. 149 and p. 219). 

 

Throughout Brough’s 68 years residence in Paisley, he was a 

prominent church-goer. 1833-1843 was a period of particular 

religious conflict for the Scottish people. The Disruption of the 

Church of Scotland took place in 1843, caused by the question of 

patronage in the selection of ministers. The Free Presbyterian Church 

of Scotland was immediately formed out of it by Dr. Chalmers, Dr. 

Gordon, Dr. Candlish and great numbers of other ministers and elders. 
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Soon after the Disruption, Brough committed himself to the Free High 

Church congregation in the old Low Church, in New Street, whose 

minister was Mr M‘Naughton. Upon the opening of the new Free 

High Church in 1845, Brough fully identified himself with it, paying 

an annual subscription of £30. He was never absent from his pew 

forenoon and afternoon except for the times when he was sick or on a 

business trip. When he was too old to go to church, he gave up the 

front seat in the gallery which he had always occupied.  

 

Brough’s Christian faith can also be examined from the point of view 

of his church activity and his involvement in his congregation. His 

connections with key ministers active in Paisley are worthy of note. 

He knew Rev. William Burns, a leader of the Kilsyth revival in 1839 

and later the minister of St. George’s Church in Paisley. Brough first 

met him on a canal boat to Paisley when returning from a visit to 

Scone in 1839. On this occasion Mr Burns conducted worship in the 

boat. Brough was impressed by his great energy. When the two men 

arrived in Paisley, Burns preached for several hours at the High 

Church.  

 

Brough was also closely connected to Rev McNaughton, who had 

been the minister of the Free High Church, Brough’s own place of 

worship since 1845. Brough dedicated about five pages in his Diary to 

M‘Naughton, recording details of his private life in Paisley and giving 

a detailed description of him. In Brough’s eyes, M‘Naughton was a 

highly talented and gifted preacher who was immensely popular in 

Paisley. In 1848, there were rumours about M‘Naughton transferring 

to Belfast, which Brough and other leaders in Paisley regretted. At the 

Free Church’s General Assembly of 1848, Brough made a well-

received speech noting that if McNaughton wanted to go to Belfast, 

there was nothing that could be done to stop him. By the time of 

M‘Naughton’s departure in 1849, the communion roll had fallen in 

his congregation from 1,097 in 1846 to 977. The popular minister 

went on to serve the Irish Presbyterian Church for the rest of his life 

(Sturrock, 1890).  
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The duty of finding McNaughton’s successor fell upon Brough. He 

came upon a young minister, Mr. Dickson, in 1852. At first, half of 

the kirk session was not convinced, but his gifts eventually won 

everyone over. Unfortunately, Dickson was forced to resign in 1859 

as a result of poor health. During his service at the Free High Church, 

he produced two favourably received books entitled ‘Theodoxia’ (the 

glory of God) and ‘The Temple Lamp’. Later, Dickson joined the 

Church of England and became the vicar of Foxton, Leicestershire. 

After much travelling and searching by Brough, the Rev. James 

Macgregor was eventually appointed his successor in April 1861.  

 

Brough also frequently took part in the discussion of questions 

affecting the general progress of the wider church. On one occasion, 

he attended the Evangelical Alliance in London, which he found 

‘extremely interesting’ (Sturrock, 1890, p. 163). Brough, although a 

committed evangelical, was a natural peacemaker, with a real passion 

for ‘keeping the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace’, and 

enthusiastically supported the movement to achieve the union of the 

Free and United Presbyterian Churches, which was started in 1863. 

To his regret, this movement failed, though Brough believed the 

combination of the two communions would have greatly benefited the 

cause of evangelical religion in Scotland and across the world 

(Sturrock, 1890, p. 164). Union was eventually accomplished in 1900, 

seventeen years after Brough’s death.  

 

Notwithstanding the fine preachers that Brough had heard in Paisley, 

his hero was Thomas Chalmers, who had led the Free Church out 

from the Church of Scotland in 1843 as its first Moderator (Finlayson, 

2010; Fowler, 2006; Brown, 1997). At a public dinner in 1840 in 

Glasgow, Brough had heard both Chalmers and a Dr Cooke of Belfast 

making speeches. While Brough felt that Dr. Cooke was ‘undoubtedly 

a highly gifted man’, he was still ‘far behind’ Chalmers as a speaker 

(Sturrock, 1890, p. 103). During the ten years’ conflict in 1833-1843, 

Brough had avidly followed Chalmers’ speeches at the Church of 

Scotland’s General Assembly, admiring his skill as an orator and his 

eventual courage, with others, in bringing about the Disruption. 
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On the death of Dr. Chalmers on 1 June 1847, Brough expressed his 

deepest grief in his Diary:  

 

‘The greatest and the best of our countrymen has 

been taken from us. Of all the preachers I ever 

heard none could compare with him. I frequently 

walked to Glasgow to hear him, when he was a 

minister there, and at that time he was in the very 

strength and vigour of his days, and his 

surpassing eloquence greatly delighted me. 

Seldom has there been a man so gifted, yet so 

humble and unassuming. This endeared him to all 

classes. Though departed, he will continue to 

speak by his writings to the latest generations; 

and it is to be hoped that a suitable biographer 

will be found to record the events of his singularly 

important and useful life’ (Sturrock, 1890, p. 134). 

 

The Biography of Dr Chalmers, entitled Memoirs of the Life and 

Writings of Thomas Chalmers was produced by his son-in-law 

William Hanna (1867). 

 

As shown above, Brough’s commitment to his own local church 

congregation as well as to his denomination shows clearly his 

dedication to promoting Christianity locally and nationally. Here, 

though, we also see throughout this activity a number of skills which 

Brough developed as he matured and was able to cast aside much of 

his extreme shyness. First, he was a considerable orator, second, he 

had a strong facility to make and keep friends and third, he had a large 

network of associates from within his range of contacts. These 

attributes were of huge importance in building up his businesses as 

well as the church and are likely to have been a major factor in his 

success. 
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Benefactor and Philanthropist 
 
Brough was very kind to his family and to his fellow men. Brough’s 

assistance provided his brothers and their families with a very 

comfortable living. He lived with his sister, Margaret, from 1818 until 

her death in 1879. In 1820, his father’s business in the grain trade 

made great losses such that he could not pay his bills. After being 

informed of this by his brother David, Brough took this matter in his 

own hands. He called together his father’s creditors and paid them 

about £700. He noted in his Diary later that ‘I felt my heart beat with 

pride at the thought that no stain could now be attached to our name; 

and I certainly have never regretted the exertion and sacrifice I then 

made’ (Sturrock, 1890, p.41). Brough’s balance book reveals that in 

the late 1850s and early 1860s, Brough again helped another near 

relative out of financial crisis, by paying off a debt which amounted to 

£600.  

 

Brough’s benevolence extended from his family to wider circles. It 

was his custom to board all his employees in his own home. Most of 

them were sons of farmers and small tradesmen in the rural districts 

of Scotland. During their apprenticeship of four years, they received 

no salary, but their board was provided by Brough. After the 

completion of their apprenticeship, a rate of £20, £30 or £40 would be 

paid to them as salesmen, in addition to their free board. In Brough’s 

view, the provision of free board was the most considerate and 

economical way both to look after the wellbeing of these young men 

and in helping them conduct business. The usefulness of free lodging 

was further confirmed by Sharp in his reminiscences, where he stated 

that: 

 

‘The future of many of these young men bore 

ample testimony, not only to the good commercial 

training which they had received, but also the 

moral benefit they had derived from being under 

Mr. Brough’s roof during their apprentice years. 

In looking back, I have at this moment in my 

mind’s eye well-night a score of these, who 
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afterwards became much respected merchants and 

manufacturers in the localities in which their lots 

were cast; and who, if they did not amass the 

wealth of their early master, attained at least to a 

comfortable independence, local influence, and 

good social standing-some of them to municipal 

honours-among whom might be mentioned the late 

respected Bailie Lamberton of Paisley’ (Sturrock, 

1890, pp. 175-176). 

 

The Philanthropy 
At Brough’s death in 1883, his personal estate amounted to £153,926 

(some £17 million at current prices). Most of his fortune was left to a 

group of Trustees as ‘the Peter Brough Bequest Fund’. According to 

his Will, the fund was to be used in the promotion and maintenance of 

religious, educational and charitable objects summarized as follows: 

 

‘First, my Trustees shall apply annually six 

hundred pounds of said income in employing 

qualified females (or of males) … visiting, 

consoling and comforting of afflicted Christians, 

and to the reading to them of the Bible. Second, 

my trustees shall … pay to the Deacons’ Court of 

the Free High Church Congregation in Paisley, 

the sum of five Hundred Pounds Sterling per 

annum…Third, my Trustees shall … pay to the 

Directors of the Paisley Auxiliary to the National 

Bible Society of Scotland … the sum of Two 

Hundred Pounds per annum…Fourth, my 

Trustees to apply five Hundred Pounds Sterling 

annually of said income in paying One Hundred 

Annual Bursaries of five Pounds Sterling each, to 

boys between the ages of six and fifteen years 

attending public … school and residing within the 

burgh of Paisley…Fifth, my Trustees to pay the 

sum of One Hundred Pounds Sterling annually to 

the Directors, for the time being, of the John 
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Neilson Endowment Educational Institution in 

Paisley…Sixth, my Trustees shall pay the sum of 

One Hundred Pounds annually to the Directors 

for the time being of the Paisley Ragged and 

Industrial School…Seventh, my Trustees shall 

expend annually from said income, the sum of 

Three Hundred Pound Sterling in establishing and 

maintaining a Science Lectureship and its 

necessary adjuncts and accessories in the Burgh 

of Paisley…Eighth, my Trustees to distribute the 

sum of One Hundred Pounds Sterling annually 

among such poor but deserving Widows in Paisley 

… Ninth, my Trustees shall pay the sum of One 

Hundred Pounds Sterling annually to the Provost, 

Magistrates and Town Council of the Burgh of 

Paisley … for the purchasing and distributing of 

coals to poor persons or families in Paisley. 

Tenth, my Trustees shall pay the sum of One 

Hundred Pounds Sterling annually to the 

Directors for the time being of the Paisley 

Infirmary … Lastly, my Trustees authorise and 

instruct them to expend the remainder or 

unexpended portion of said income in the 

promotion and maintenance of such other 

Religious and Educational work, Missionary 

operations and Charitable or Benevolent schemes 

… as worthy of Encouragement (Sturrock, 1890, 

pp. 263-269). 

 

Brough’s Trustees carried out his will cautiously and as instructed. 

Today in Paisley, his legacy still remains to be seen by those who live 

or work in the town. As well as his charitable giving both to the 

public and to individuals, which still continues, there are some 

substantial examples of past benefactions. The Brough Nurses’ Home, 

built in 1897, is a prime example. This beautiful building, which is at 

Oakshaw, not far from Brough’s former house, was the first of its 
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kind in Scotland for Queen’s Nurses, and was regarded in its day as a 

model home (Dec 11, 1897, News cuttings).  

 

The second example is the building formerly known as the Paisley 

Technical School and School of Art, which was funded by Brough’s 

Trustees with a total of £30,000. The George Street building was 

completed and opened to the public in 1897. Its initial focus was on 

teaching art to evening students but later was to include science and 

engineering and the extension of teaching to day students as well. 

This building is still in use by the School of Business and Enterprise 

of the University of the West of Scotland, which, without Brough, 

might never have existed.  

 

Conclusion 
 
We have dwelt at length above on Brough’s character, aided by 

Sturrock’s detailed description. He was the model of respectability 

and goodness, and his life was not lived in separate compartments, 

flowing naturally from home to business, business to church, church 

to government and betwixt and between them all. He applied the same 

attitudes and standards in each area. Everything was informed by his 

Christianity.  

 

As we have seen above, several major historical developments 

provided the backdrop against which his life and faith would be 

enacted. The first of these was the Disruption of the Established 

Church of Scotland, in 1843, which caused Brough to move his 

ecclesiastical allegiances in line with his conscience and help to build 

and support a local congregation of a new denomination, the Free 

Church, that came to be renowned for its principle and integrity 

(Sturrock, 1890). The Disruption would not have been possible had it 

not been for the fact that a large number of its leaders were from the 

newly wealthy industrial and commercial classes of Victorian 

Scotland, one of them being Peter Brough. It was to a large extent 

their money that provided a national fund – the Sustentation Fund – 

which ensured that its ministers would not go without food, clothing 

or housing (Brown, 1893). The Free High Church in which Brough 
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worshipped and which he part-funded was designed by the well-

known architect David Cousin of Edinburgh in the neo-Norman style 

(Close, Gifford and Walker, 2016), coming to be known as ‘by far the 

handsomest Free Church in Scotland, in fact, quite a Cathedral’ by the 

time it was built in 1845 (English Presbyterian Messenger, 1845). 

Within a few decades, this elegant and commodious church would be 

surpassed in opulence and size by other Free Churches in Glasgow 

and elsewhere, as the new denomination grew and matured, but it was 

among the best of the earliest (Brown, 1893).  

 

As well as being caught up in the new Free Church, Brough was of 

course active across the Railway Age, in which the nation came to be 

traversed by local railway lines, which, through takeovers and 

mergers, would in due course form regional and national networks. 

This made the transport of all manner of goods, from raw materials to 

finished products to crops and food, as well as people, faster, cheaper 

and easier than before. Delivery times were transformed, which 

brought about great changes in selling and distribution as well as in 

travel. Town markets became regional and national markets. A rail 

journey from Glasgow or Edinburgh to London was much faster and 

eventually safer than the sea trips and coach trips which preceded it. 

As well as travelling by rail for business and other purposes 

(modestly, as has been noted above), Brough chose shares in the 

railways as the major vehicle for his investments, the success of 

which became the financial basis of his charitable giving and 

philanthropy. Like all Victorians, the railways became part of his 

mental furniture and modus vivendi as well as part of the reason for 

his success (Bradley, 2016). 

 

A third feature of the age in which Brough lived was what Brown has 

called ‘Providentialism’ (Brown, 2008), the belief in God guiding and 

leading individuals and the nation in the working out of His will, so 

common among Victorian Christians. This could often support a 

belief in predestination among Calvinistic Protestants, as Brough 

himself was. He felt led, guided and directed on a number of 

occasions under the hand of Providence, as we have shown above, 

before, during and after his career as a draper, even during his period 
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as a major investor. To these environments, Brough brought his own 

determined yet modest and faintly enigmatic personality, driven by 

his strong Christian faith, the two together making him the man we 

have described above. Today, his values and beliefs are not so 

widespread or strong in Scotland as they once were. Nevertheless, 

they are what energised and motivated Peter Brough and indeed many 

of his age. 
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