Barrhead – A Brief History by Alice Grieve
In 2007, a UK-wide survey by the Reader's Digest voted Barrhead the second best place in the UK to raise a family - topped only by leafy Bearsden.  No mean feat considering Bearsden is one of Scotland’s most affluent town’s – and  Barrhead is not.
Years of economic hardship flattened the town’s spirits and expectations when the closing of major industries including - Shanks, Yorkshire Imperial Metal Works, Thomson’s, and Kennomeat - rocked the population to its working-class roots.
But the slump and decay is over and Barrhead is now doing what it does best - fighting back. So where does that combative spirit come from?
As long ago as 1830 Charles Taylor, in his book, The Levern Delineated, said: “Barrhead, you must understand, has undergone a considerable metamorphosis within these 30 years.”  That was a reference to the fact that in just a few years, the town grew from fewer than 30 families to having a Main Street, stretching half a mile on either side.

Barrhead is, however, no stranger to metamorphosis, and from its earliest days, has danced to which ever piper put pennies in the pockets of its workforce. Without a backward glance, nor a nod to nostalgia, it has adapted and adopted to suit the prevailing circumstances.
The earliest transformation came around 1750 when James Wilson, built a cottage and weaving room, and at his “house warming” was persuaded to change its name from Arthurlie to Barrhead, because it stood at the head of bars or rigs of land. (The house sat almost opposite ERC’s offices on Main Street.)
Within a few years, houses began to spring up to both right and left of the cottage, and soon the village of Barrhead stretched from the Water Road to Foundry Brae (the steep hill off Main Street at the Salvation Army Hall, down past the library where it meets Glen St.) Barrhead probably became the dominant force because it sat firmly in the centre of the main route to the outlying villages as well as Neilston and Stewarton.

The Water Road, (between the sports centre and ERC’s entrance, leading down to the bridge over the Levern at Carlibar Park) is one of the few remnants of Barrhead’s history to survive. It was the town’s principal street as it led directly over the Levern to Blackbyres on the right and what is now the Centre, on the left.

Although hand loom weaving was always central to those who lived and worked on the Levern, the sleepy villages soon found themselves at the heart of the industrial revolution – and from one bleach-field in 1765 the area grew and prospered – eventually sustaining six cotton mills, seven calico printing works, several dye works and a host of ancillary trades and suppliers. 
By 1850 the population had risen to 6,000 people and for more than 80 years, although conditions were harsh and life expectancy low, work was plentiful and the town expanded and flourished.  As the looms, however, grew silent and one by one the mills began to close, Barrhead yet again faced uncertainty, but not for long.  
A young Paisley plumber, John Shanks, originally sub contracted in 1850 to install the Bourock Church bell, quickly realised Barrhead’s potential and set himself up in business on Main Street. For almost 150 years, Shanks was the industrial back-bone of the town, with almost every family having at least one member on Shanks’ payroll.
But others too, recognised the potential on their doorstep. Thanks to King Cotton, the secondary industries of millwrights, boilermakers, sheet-metal workers and the building trade, looked for and found other markets for their products. By 1920 engineering, in all its forms, was the town’s major industry.

However, the general depression of the late 20’s hit Barrhead so hard it was designated a “distressed area”, a status that allowed new industries the opportunity to set up businesses with government grants and rate reductions.

Of the many who grasped that opportunity, two became synonymous with Barrhead and for many years were major employers – Barrhead Kid Company and Yorkshire Imperial Metals.
After World War I, Lloyd George promised “homes for heroes”, but largely, this promise failed to materialise. During and after the Second World War, Barrhead did make a serious effort to provide adequate housing for its residents, and by the 1950’s many families were settled in their new homes, both council and private.
Next on the agenda was a huge modernisation programme, starting with the Dovecothall where the Main Street, rather than swing left towards Carlibar Road, was straightened, the roundabout at St John’s Church was erected, and  the Main Street widened. 

Much to the horror of many at the time, and even today there is strong feeling that it was the wrong decision, there was major demolition all the way up both sides of the Main Street as far as the White Washed Kirk. (The Kirk, built in 1796, was situated roughly on the site of the sports centre car park. It was demolished in 1968, following the opening of the new Arthurlie Parish Church.)
Between 1960 and the early 70’s Barrhead saw a great deal of change with the completion of the  Arndale Shopping Development, a new dual carriageway, more open spaces, several new schools, two new churches, a sports centre and library.

The new Main Street is now 50 years old, tired and in a sorry state. But that unique fighting spirit which has continually triumphed over adversity is once more to the fore – and ambitious plans, as Charles Taylor said almost 200 years ago – will give us another “considerable metamorphosis.”
King Cotton and heavy engineering, both of which supported the town for generations are long gone, and once more Barrhead is looking to a different piper and ready to dance to a different tune.

Never one to tackle anything in a half hearted manner, the impressive catalogue of proposals begin in April 2008 with the realignment of Glen Street and Ralston Road, resulting in a four lane route towards Carlibar Road.

Barrhead will, in a few years, having spent some £120 million, be showcasing a new health and social care centre, college and library, supermarket, civic square, business units, sports centre improvements, Main Street and Cross Arthurlie Street upgrades, car parks, new houses, and upgraded roads.
The Reader’s Digest may yet promote Barrhead from second to first place in the best place to live and raise a family.

