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The Dundee Sugar House, Seagate, Dundee
David Perry

Summary of the archaeological fieldwork

Alder Archaeology was commissioned by Dundee 
City Council to undertake archaeological fieldwork 
on the site of the proposed new leisure pool and 
associated car park at East Marketgait/East Whale 
Lane. An evaluation in April 2010 revealed that most 
of the site was composed of made-up ground from 
18th- and 19th-century reclamation of land from the 
River Tay, with a small area at the NW end of the site 
within the limits of the medieval burgh. Redeposited 
medieval pottery sherds were recovered at the N end 
of the site within post-medieval dumped deposits. 
Remains of a 19th-century courtyard and stables 
(probably Stewart’s Court), 19th-century warehouses 
and the sea wall shown on Crawford’s plan of 1793 
were located. A subsequent excavation in November 
2010 was conducted adjacent to the 1793 sea wall and 
uncovered the 1776 sea wall and an earlier sea wall as 
well as remains of 18th- and 19th-century warehouses. 
Fragments of whale bone from Dundee’s whaling 
industry (Smith 2011) and sherds of sugarloaf moulds 
and syrup jugs from Dundee’s sugar industry were 
recovered as well as residual medieval pottery from 
deposits dumped as land reclamation from the River 
Tay in the late medieval or early post-medieval periods 
(Hall 2011). A watching brief during construction work 
located further evidence of the early land reclamation 
containing medieval pottery and 19th century 
warehouses (Cachart 2011).

Historical introduction
David Perry

No study of the Dundee Sugar House has hitherto 
been made and this paper can only be an introduction. 
Apart from some letters and invoices in Perth and 
Kinross Council Archive, no records of the Sugar 
House apparently survive; similar material may exist 
unrecorded in other public or private archives. Customs 
records held in the National Records of Scotland 
provide information on sugar exports, but only limited 
information on sugar imports. They have not been 
studied exhaustively here. The Collectors’ Quarterly 
Accounts for the port of Dundee from 1766 to 1811 
(NRS, E504/11/6–18) have been the main source 
for exports with information on sugar bounty from 
1767 to 1775 and from 1806 to 1807 derived from the 
Collectors’ Discharge Vouchers for Dundee (NRS, 
E512/177–178, /184–185) and from October 1817 to 
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October 1818 derived from the sugar debentures that 
list the bounty on refined sugar exported (53 Geo III 
c51), (NRS, E508/120/5, Nos 26–37).
 The Appendices referred to in this paper are lodged 
in the site archive (Perry et al 2013).

Note on money and weights

Pre-decimal £

4 farthings (¼d) = 2 half pennies (½d) = 1 penny (1d) 
(2.4d = 1p)
12d = 1 shilling (1s) (5p)
20s = £1 (100p)

Weights

28lb = 1 quarter (1qr) (12.70kg)
4qrs = 1 hundredweight (1cwt) (50.80kg)
20cwt = 1 ton (1016.05kg)

The Dundee Sugar House, 1767–1841

The Dundee Sugar House was established in 1766 as 
a co-partnership under the name of Crichton, Strachan 
and Company between a group of Dundee and Glasgow 
businessmen and businesses: Thomas Crichton, Alex-
ander Strachan, James Crawford, William Allison 
and Company, and James Fairweather and Son, all 
merchants in Dundee, and Messrs Anderson and 
Horsburgh, merchants in Glasgow. The partners set up 
the company for ‘Carrying on a joint trade of buying, 
Manufactoring, Vending [and] Disposing of Sugars 
in the town of Dundee’ for a limited term of 7, 14 or 
21 years and agreed ‘for that purpose to build [and] 
erect a Sugarhouse [and] other houses necessary for 
Carrying on s[ai]d business’ (Contract of Copartnery, 
13 June and 20 August 1766, registered 3 September 
1766 in Books of Council and Session; NRS, Register 
of Deeds, Durie, RD3/225/2, ff.375–383; see Appendix 
1 in the site archive for a transcription (Perry 2013)). 
Each of the partners, Crichton, Strachan and Crawford 
as individuals, William Alison and Company, James 
Fairweather and Son, and Messrs Horsburgh and 
Anderson as partnerships, was to hold one sixth share 
in the company and James Fairweather, junior was to 
be cashier and accountant. The capital of the company 
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was to be £3,000 sterling. The Sugar House had been 
erected by 1 June 1767, when James Crawford disponed 
to Crichton, Strachan and Company a piece of land, 
62 feet wide east to west, which he had acquired on the 
north side of Seagate and west side of St Mary’s Wynd 
(now Sugarhouse Wynd) (Illus 1). The sugar house 
comprised ‘Two large Tenements for Carrying on a 
Suggar work, Together also with the haill Ground 
[and] houses thereon’ and a well (DCA, Burgh Register 
of Sasines, Dundee, 1st Series, vol 15, ff.245v–247v).
 The refinery needed to be a tall building since the 
different processes in refining were carried out on 
different floors and hoists were needed to lift the raw 
sugar to the topmost floor, the sugar being poured 
through hatches in the floor into the storey below. 
The Dundee Sugar House was three storeys high in 
1776 (Millar 1923, 181); an elevation of the building 
appears on Crawford’s plan of Dundee in 1793. On the 
top floor of the building the raw sugar was shovelled 
into a large pan with water added, where the sugar 
was ‘blown up’ by means of steam fed through a pipe 
from a steam engine. Bullocks’ blood (see below) was 
added to remove impurities by causing scum to rise 
to the surface, where it was skimmed off. To purify 

the resulting syrup it was filtered through charcoal. 
Impurities adhering to the charcoal could be burned 
off and the charcoal reused. The syrup was then boiled 
until crystallisation was reached, at which point it was 
poured into inverted conical moulds, which had a hole 
at the apex, inserted into a pot or syrup jar underneath. 
It is sherds of these sugar moulds and syrup jars that 
were found in the excavations on the site of the new 
leisure pool. The sugar was then further purified by 
‘claying’. The claying process involved applying a fluid 
paste of clay to the top of the upturned mould, the 
water filtering down through the mould over several 
days. The dried paste of clay was removed and the 
process repeated with fresh clay. Repeated claying 
produced a whiter grain of sugar. At the end of the 
process the mould was emptied of the loaf of sugar and 
thoroughly washed for reuse. The loaf was finally dried 
in a stove, after which it was ready for sale, wrapped in 
paper, usually blue (see below) (Williams 1809, 82–3; 
Reed 1866, 126–36; Bremner 1869, 462–4). The size of 
loaves ranged from about 5lb–35lb, the finer the quality, 
the smaller the loaf (pers comm. B Mawer).
 The first cargo of ‘refined sugar in the loaf, complete 
and whole, being of one uniform whiteness throughout, 

Illus 1 John Wood’s ‘Plan of the Town of Dundee from Actual Survey’ (1821), showing locations of ‘Leisure Pool’ 
and Dundee’s two sugar houses. (Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the National Library of Scotland)

Inset An extract from William Crawford’s ‘Plan of the Town, Harbour and Suburbs of Dundee with Adjacent Country’ 
(1793), showing the Seagate sugar house in elevation. The building shown in elevation to the south-east is probably 
Alexander Strachan’s house. (Reproduced by permission of Dundee Central Library, Local History Centre)
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which hath gone through the operation of two or more 
clays since it was last in the pan, and being properly 
dryed in the stove according to the present practice 
of refining’ comprised one cask weighing 10cwt, 1qr, 
10lb, and was exported from Dundee on 8 April 1767 
for Copenhagen in Denmark (NRS, E504/11/6). 
In addition to the sugar refinery, there was also a 
warehouse on the south side of Seagate, with a pier for 
the import and export of sugar, beside which Alexander 
Strachan had a house (DCA, Burgh Register of Sasines, 
1st Ser, vol 18, ff.208v–210r; vol 19, ff.32r–33r; NRS, 
RHP558; see Illus 1).
 The first manager of the Sugar House was William 
Wiedemann from Hamburg: as ‘William Weidyman’ 
he was the refiner of the sugar exported to Copenhagen 
and ‘Dronten’ (Trondheim?), Norway in April 1767 
(NRS, E512/177). He was last mentioned exporting 
sugar on 19 September 1775, when a cargo of sugar 
was loaded for Gibraltar (NRS, E504/11/9, f.143). 
In 1769 he bought a house in Seagate, nearly opposite 
the Sugar House (DCA, Burgh Register of Sasines, 1st 
Series, vol 15, ff.286v–287v, 12 July 1769) (Illus 1). He 
died in 1777 and was buried in the Howff graveyard. 
Wiedemann may have brought his own staff to work 
in or assist in managing the Sugar House: he had a 
servant, George Frederick Bucklen, presumably German 
(ibid). Wiedemann’s widow, Mrs Wiedemann, is listed in 
the first Dundee Directory in 1782 as a member of the 
‘Merchant Company’. Wiedemann’s granddaughter was 
the mother of the poet Robert Browning. On 3 January 
1786 Nicholas Browning was the refiner of a cargo of 
sugar exported from Dundee to St Kitts, where Robert 
Browning’s grandfather was a plantation owner (NRS, 
E504/11/13). On 19 May 1795, William Bauche was 
the refiner of a cargo of sugar exported to Riga (NRS, 
E504/11/16) and may also have been German.
 If the desire to benefit from the sugar bounty lay 
behind the establishment of the Sugar House, it does 
not seem to have brought its backers much in the way 
of income at the start. The amount of the bounty 
on sugar exports from Dundee was not great, by far 
the largest bounty being paid on exports from Port 
Glasgow (see Appendix 6 in archive report). Until 
1771 there is small but steady record of exports to 
Norway, the Baltic and Charleston in South Carolina 
(see Appendix 3 in archive report). Thereafter the next 
recorded export of sugar from Dundee was a cargo of 
sugar in 1775 for Gibraltar. Apart from one cargo to 
St Kitts in the West Indies in 1786, there was then a 
20-year gap until 1795, when sugar exports resumed. 
Unfortunately the records from October 1796 to October 
1805 do not survive (although the sugar bounty paid 
at Dundee from 1801 indicates sugar was exported in 
large amounts; see Appendix 6 in archive report), but 
in 1806 sugar exports are enormous compared with 
the initial exports. This expansion can be seen to have 
begun by January 1796 when the amount of sugar 
exported in one cargo (some 370cwt) was more than 
the combined total of exports from 1767 to 1795 (some 
260cwt).

 Presumably the refining process and marketing had 
improved in the period. It is, therefore, surprising that 
the partnership running the sugar house was dissolved 
in November 1796 (see below). However, no records 
survive of the companies which ran the Dundee Sugar 
House – Crichton, Strachan and Company to 1787 
or Crichton, Strachan, Bell and Company to 1797, 
William Bell and Company from 1801 to 1808, Bell 
and Young to 1809 and the Dundee Sugar Refining 
Company to 1841. By contrast, a minute book records 
the daily workings of the Edinburgh Sugar House 
Company in Sugarhouse Close, Canongate between 
1752 and 1763, along with an account book from 1758 
to 1759 (Edinburgh Central Library, Local History 
Collections, Edinburgh Sugar House, qYHD 9111.8 
[NRAS 3563/125/1, /2]). There are also extracts 
from the Edinburgh Sugar House’s minute book of 
1752 in the papers of Macfie of Langhouse (Glasgow 
University Archives, NRAS 2923). (The Macfies were 
sugar refiners in Greenock, Glasgow, Edinburgh and 
Liverpool.)
 What has survived from the Dundee Sugar House 
are the letters from Crichton, Strachan and Company, 
from Crichton, Strachan, Bell and Company and 
from John Grieve, presumably the companies’ clerk, 
to their agent in Perth, Peter Duff, from 1775 to 
1797 (PKCA, B59/37/4/5, /6, /16, /19, /22) as well as 
Duff’s ledger containing his account with Crichton, 
Strachan, Bell and Company from 1789 to 1797 
(PKCA, B59/37/4/28/2). There are also some letters 
from 1812 to 1814 from the Dundee Sugar Refining 
Company to James Brodie, merchant in Perth (PKCA, 
B59/37/3/1, /2, /5). One of the letters to Brodie records 
that the sugar house was ‘much in want of blood’ for 
the refining process; their supplier, Mr Burns had 
the ‘contract for supplying the Prisoners with Beef’ 
(ie, the French prisoners of war held at Friarton, now 
the site of Perth Prison). Burns had some casks from 
the sugar house but had not sent any for a fortnight 
despite claiming that he could fill two casks in a week 
(PKCA, B59/37/3/5, Letter Thomas Black for the 
‘D.S.R.Co’ to James Brodie, 21 January 1814). There 
is also Crichton, Strachan, Bell and Company’s invoice 
to Edmund Fergusson of Baledmund in 1795 (PKCA, 
MS79/2, Bundle 67). Other letters and invoices may 
lie unrecorded in public or private archives in Dundee, 
Angus, Perthshire and Fife.
 The surviving letters and ledger are particularly 
instructive because they reveal how the sugar house 
dealt with its customers in Perthshire. A customer 
placed an order on credit by letter with the sugar house, 
which delivered the order. The sugar house then debited 
the account to Peter Duff, who collected payment from 
the customer and credited the sugar house by bills or 
drafts ‘on Edinburgh’ (Illus 2). Duff was the sugar 
house’s agent for Perth and the surrounding area, but 
Baledmund’s account was dealt with directly by the 
sugar house: his account was overdue by a year! In 
addition to being the sugar house’s agent, Duff was also 
a paper manufacturer and supplied the sugar house 
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with various different types of paper: Bible crown 
paper, small and large brown paper, ‘Loaf & Lump 
paper’ (PKCA, B59/37/4/5, Letter Crichton, Strachan, 
Bell and Co to Peter Duff, 8 Aug 1787); and ‘large 
blue paper’ (PKCA, B59/37/4/22, Letter John Grieve 
Crichton, Strachan, Bell and Co, Dundee to Mr Peter 
Duff, 22 Sept 1788). These paper transactions were 
dealt with separately by Duff and are not recorded 
in his ledger with the Crichton, Strachan, Bell and 
Company.
 In addition Duff supplied Robert and James Preston, 
merchants in Dundee with ‘Sugar Loaf Blue Paper’ 
(PKCA, B59/37/4/17, Letter R & Jas Preston, Dundee 
to Peter Duff, Perth, 18 May 1780); the Prestons were 
listed in the 1782 Dundee Directory as merchants in 

Illus 2 A page from Peter Duff ’s ledger. (Reproduced by permission of Perth 
and Kinross Council Archive; PKCA, B59/37/4/28/2)

Murraygate. That the Prestons were apparently selling 
sugar suggests that the sugar house sold its product 
through local merchants as well as dealing directly 
with customers and presumably through agents in 
Angus and Fife. The names of the exporters of sugar 
from Dundee recorded as owners of the sugar include 
those who are not known among the partners of the 
firms running the Dundee Sugar House. Presumably 
they bought the sugar from the Sugar House for export 
as is recorded in a cargo of two casks of sugar (217 
loaves, weighing 15cwt, 4lb) exported by Isaac Watt 
in Dundee in July 1811: he had bought the sugar ‘made 
by Bell, Young and Co, sugar refiners [in Leith], which 
were sent to Dundee and sold to the said Isaac Watt 
for Exportation per Affidavit of Robert F Bell, one of 
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the Partners of said Company taken before William 
Oliphant, Esquire Collector Leith’ (NRS, E504/11/18).
 The last letter to Duff from the Dundee Sugar House 
expresses ‘our sincere thanks for the strict attention you 
always paid to our interest’ and states that ‘whoever 
succeeds us in carrying on the business cannot trust 
their affairs in a better hand’ (PKCA, B59/37/4/6, 
Letter John Grieve for Crichton, Strachan, Bell and 
Company to Peter Duff, 12 May 1797; endorsed 
‘Dundee 12 May 1797 John Grieve which settles all 
Preceding Accounts with the Sugar House Company 
Dundee’). Unfortunately it is not clear why the sugar 
house co-partnership was dissolved in or by November 
1796 (PKCA, B59/37/4/6, Letter John Grieve for 
Crichton, Strachan, Bell and Company to Peter Duff, 
19 Nov 1796) or what happened between 1797 and 
1801 when William Bell bought the Sugar House. 
No sugar exports are recorded between 1797 and 1800 
(see Appendix 6 in archive report). Duff’s ledger reveals 
the Sugar House’s sales in Perthshire (see Table 1).
 The drastic drop in income during the last year of 
operation was due to the dissolution of the partnership 
of Crichton, Strachan, Bell and Company, when 
production of sugar ceased and the sugar house had 
only ‘common Lump’ sugar available (see Grieve’s 
letter, above). Duff’s ledger reveals that no customers’ 
accounts were debited to him between 9th January 
and 15th May 1797. Perhaps there was an interruption 
in the supply of sugar as a result of the war with 
France; or perhaps the heavy taxation to which sugar 
was subjected to help fund the war discouraged 
consumers. It was an interruption in the supply of 
sugar that affected William Bell and Company , when 
‘manufacture stopt altogether a considerable time for 
want of sugar while at the same time the expences [sic] 
of the house were going on’ (NRS, CS96/4633, Record 
Sederunt Book of William Bell’s Sequestration 1807–

1834, ff.67–8). This may have happened between 1804 
and 1806 when the sugar house made a loss (see below).
 Doing the business on credit had its dangers if 
customers were late in paying or defaulted: James 
Cruickshank was ‘putting us off with nothing but 
fair promises [and] as we suspect that he is doing 
no good’, Duff was instructed to start legal action 
against Cruickshank if the latter did not pay (PKCA, 
B59/37/4/6, Letter John Grieve Crichton, Strachan, Bell 
and Co to Peter Duff, 7 Jan 1797). In 1797 Crichton, 
Strachan, Bell and Company won a case against a 
client who had introduced a new customer who had 
subsequently become bankrupt and left the country 
(Morison 1803, x, 8229–30).
 Two letters from William Bell and William Morland 
to Lord Kinnaird in 1800 concerning Kinnaird’s shares 
in the Dundee Sugar House (PKCA, MS100/2, Bundle 
68) reveal some of the negotiations that lay behind 
the setting up of William Bell and Company in 1800. 
Kinnaird reduced his shares from six to five and 
secured the appointment of his own bank, Ransom, 
Morland and Company, as bankers for the sugar house 
(Kinnaird was married to Griffin Ransom’s daughter 
and was a partner in the bank). Bell became bankrupt 
in November 1807, but the sugar house company 
of William Bell and Company was still solvent and 
continued until dissolved by the two solvent partners, 
James Bell senior of Arbroath and John Willison in 
May 1808.
 The bankruptcy proceedings (NRS, CS96/4633, 
Record Sederunt Book of William Bell’s Sequestration 
1807–1834) provide some information on the sugar 
house. William Bell and Company bought the Dundee 
Sugar House in 1801 for £2,640 and spent a further 
£800 on additional buildings and £600 on additional 
utensils (f.13). Although the premises were freehold 
(ibid), the company paid a rent of £578 17s 4d to 

Table 1 Dundee Sugar House sales in Perthshire from Peter Duff ’s Ledger, 
1789–1797.
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William Bell (f.51), presumably the total from the 
purchase of the sugar house to Bell’s bankruptcy. 
William also bought the warehouse of the sugar house 
(on the south side of Seagate) for £242 10s 4d (ibid). 
At the last balance of the sugar house’s accounts on 
21 January 1807 there were seven shareholders in 
William Bell and Company. Bell himself held nine 
shares, his share of the profits being £902 14s and was 
due £312 0s 1d as his 10% commission, presumably as 
manager of the sugar house. Bell’s recently deceased 
(on 12 January) father, Robert Bell, tanner in Dundee 
but residing in Christchurch, Sussex, held six shares 
earning £601 16s; his brother James Bell junior, sugar 
refiner in London, held four shares earning £401 4s; 
his uncle James Bell senior and John Willison each held 
one share earning £100 6s; Archibald Warden, former 
principal clerk, and James Young, principal clerk of 
the company, each held two shares earning £200 12s. 
There were in addition three unallocated shares (f.88). 
William Bell’s share of the profits to 21 January 1807 
was £4,062 16s but between 1804 and 1806 the sugar 
house made a loss, his share being £1,694 0s 5d (f.52). 
The importance of the sugar bounty to the company 
is evident from James Bell, junior, and William Bell 
writing to the Collector and Comptroller of Customs 
at Dundee authorising them to pay to the solvent 
partners in the company (John Willison and James 
Bell, senior) the bounty on sugar exported to Dublin in 
August 1807 ‘as it was of considerable consequence of 
the Company to get this bounty settled immediately’ 
(f.20).
 William’s older brother James, who already had a 
sugar refinery in Distaff Lane, London, had established 
the business of James Bell Junior and Company, 
sugar refiners in Joiners’ Hall Alley, Upper Thames 
Street, London in 1784, with fellow partners, his 
father, Robert Bell, tanner in London, uncle John 
Bell, tanner in Dundee, William Alison, merchant in 
Dundee (whose sister was wife of Robert Bell), and 
Alexander Strachan, merchant in Dundee (presumably 
of Crichton, Strachan and Company, sugar refiners 
in Dundee, although Article 10 of the contract of co-
partnery of the Dundee Sugar House had specifically 
stated that no partner be ‘directly or indirectly 
concerned either by themselves or with partners 
in any Sugar Manufactory’ other than the Dundee 
Sugar House (Appendix 1 in archive report), unless 
the article was intended to prohibit the partners from 
joining a rival establishment in Dundee. In 1788 James 
Bell’s refining business in Distaff Lane was merged 
with the Joiners’ Hall business, and from 1797 the 
London business was carried on only from Distaff 
Lane (f.44). On John Bell’s death in March 1787, 
William Bell had inherited his uncle’s share (but not 
partnership) in the London sugar house (f.42). William 
also inherited his uncle’s share, valued at £556 17s 
2d, in Crichton, Strachan and Company and became 
a partner in Crichton, Strachan, Bell and Company; 
William’s gain on this share was £3,930 15s 4d (f.51), 
presumably when that co-partnership was dissolved.

 William Bell’s bankruptcy seems to have been 
precipitated by the problems of James Bell Junior 
and Company, sugar refiners in Distaff Lane, London 
(ff.67–8). This firm had taken on the debts of Robert 
Bell’s tanning business in London in 1800, from 
which Robert had retired in 1796 (London Gazette, 
No 15263, 580). The financial pressure on James Bell 
Junior and Company obliged William Bell to form 
a new co-partnership, Bell and Company, with two 
new partners, J C Lucena and John Crauford, which 
James Bell later joined, the older firm of James Bell 
Junior and Company being kept ‘chiefly from the 
necessity of supporting a circulation of Bills, and other 
cash transactions to supply the place of their capital, 
which had been dilapidated in 1799 and 1800’ (ff.98 
et seqq). After the insolvency of James Bell Junior 
and Company, William Bell and Company had been 
forced to sell off their goods at any price to meet their 
obligations (ff.67–8). At the time of William Bell’s 
sequestration in November 1807, James Bell Junior and 
Company had bills of exchange drawn on it of £12,055 
6s 7d (ff.8–12). Indeed, Bell and his brother’s recent 
borrowings in the months before his insolvency may 
have been to pay the interest on earlier borrowings. 
Both London-based companies, James Bell Junior and 
Company and Bell and Company, were dissolved in 
September 1807 (London Gazette, No 16062, 1168). 
The immediate cause of William Bell’s bankruptcy was 
a debt to Messrs Rankine and Walton, Sugar Refiners 
in Newcastle, for £1,152 9s 2d.
 After his sequestration, William Bell continued to 
receive ‘a weekly aliment’ as manager of the Dundee 
Sugar House from William Bell and Company (f.69). 
On the dissolution of the co-partnership by the two 
remaining solvent partners in March 1808, the Dundee 
Sugar House was leased by Robert Bell, William’s 
son, and James Young, the former clerk of William 
Bell and Company, for a year from Whitsunday 1808 
to Whitsunday 1809, carrying on the sugar refining 
business as Bell and Young (ff.151–2). (Young may have 
been related to William Bell by marriage, William’s 
wife being Anna Young.) In March 1809 at a meeting 
of the creditors, Bell and Young were expecting to move 
in 1810 to a new sugar house being built for them in 
Leith, but offered to continue to lease the Dundee Sugar 
House for six months after the expiry of their lease 
at Whitsunday 1809. However, the creditors ordered 
that they and William Bell and Company remove at 
the expiry of the current lease and that the Dundee 
Sugar House and its utensils be advertised for sale at 
the upset price of £4,500 on 6 April 1809, which was 
reported at the next creditors’ meeting in July to have 
been carried out (f.183, f.217). The creditors of William 
Bell controlled the Sugar House presumably because 
Bell owned it (DCA, Burgh Register of Sasines, 22 Aug 
1801), the company renting the premises from Bell.
 The dissolution of William Bell and Company 
in 1808 did not end the affairs of that company, 
the administration of which continued for at least 
another 30 years! The judicial administration of 
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William Bell and Company (NRS, CS313/925, States 
of the Accounts of Mr Holmes Ivory Accountant in 
Edinburgh as Judicial Factor on the Estate of William 
Bell and Co formerly Sugar Manufacturers in Dundee 
From July 1832 to June 1837) provides additional 
information. The company had a warehouse in 
Edinburgh, which is presumably where William Bell, 
who resided in Edinburgh, was based as manager of 
the company. The company’s 12 customers (debtors) 
on its Edinburgh books included Peter Brown and 
Company, St Petersburg for £672 7s 2d, Roeck and 
Company, Hamburg for £9 12s 11d and W Thiery, 
Hamburg for £105 1s, as well as Herman Rendtorff, 
presumably a German, though whether abroad or in 
Britain is unknown, for £76 13s 6d; James Bell Junior 
and Company owed £2,632 18s 9d although this was 
subject to a counter claim by that company and the 
matter was settled by a mutual discharge on 18 August 
1835 (William Bell had died in 1834). The total of 
outstanding debts due to William Bell and Company 
in 1823 was £3,979 8s 8d of which £2,635 11s 2d was 
either settled or found not due by 1837.
 The Dundee Sugar Refining Company, the success-
or in the Dundee Sugar House to William Bell and 
Company and Bell and Young, is listed in the Dundee 
Directories between 1818 and 1840, but is not listed in 
the 1842 Directory. It comprised a co-partnership of 
David Baxter, John Baxter, William Baxter, William 
Lindsay, William Roberts and James Bell in 1817–18 
(NRS, E508/120/5, Nos 30–37) with David Baxter as 
manager. William Roberts was a banker in Dundee, 
who was administrator of the affairs of William Bell 
and Company from 1808 to 1822 (NRS, CS96/4633, 
f.85; CS313/925). James Bell was presumably either 
the uncle in Arbroath or brother in London of William 
Bell. Thomas Black, the company clerk, some of 
whose letters survive from 1812–14 to James Brodie, 
merchant in Perth (PKCA, B59/37/3/1, /2, /5), had 
been a refiner for William Bell and Company (NRS, 
Collectors’ Discharge Vouchers, E512/184, No 6). By 
the time that co-partnership was dissolved in 1836 the 
partners were William Lindsay, and William, David 
and Henry Baxter (Edinburgh Gazette, No 4461, 
52; London Gazette, No 19361, 408). David Baxter 
is regarded as an unsuccessful manager of the Sugar 
House, which he managed from at least 1818 to 1834 
(Dundee Directories 1818, 168; and 1834, 4); that he was 
chosen as trustee by the creditors of the Dundee New 
Sugar House in 1824 and of another bankrupt Dundee 
merchant in 1830 would suggest otherwise (Edinburgh 
Gazette, Nos 3203, 30 and 3840, 85). The Sugar House 
was then run for a few years by another partnership, 
still as the Dundee Sugar Refining Company, with 
James Boyd as manager (Pigot 1837, 447).
 The Sugar House was closed by 14 May 1841 when 
its fabric, furnishings, utensils and equipment were 
advertised for sale (Appendix 2 in archive report) 
(Dundee, Perth and Cupar Advertiser, 14 May 1841). 
The many thousands of sugar moulds were still 
apparently being advertised a year later on 1 April 

1842, although the newspaper reference could not 
be located (DUA, UR-SF 32/13 Index Cards, ‘Sugar 
House’). The reason for closure is unknown. The 
reduction in the bounty on sugar exports presumably 
had an effect as did the disruption to sugar cultivation 
in the West Indies after the emancipation of the slaves 
in 1833, which reduced the amount of sugar from that 
source but which was not replaced by other sources. 
Dundee’s first cargo of imports directly from the India 
and the East Indies took place in 1840 and included, 
amongst a mixed cargo, 300 bags of sugar (Jackson 
1991, 21 and 95 n32). This new source of sugar was 
insufficient to save the Dundee Sugar House.
 In addition to the Dundee Sugar House in Seagate, 
there was second sugar house in Dundee in Temple 
Lane, run by the Dundee New Sugar Refining Company 
(DUA, MS57/P/12(1) and MS57/P/17). The partners 
in this business were James Young, manager and 
James Duncan, junior, in 1818 (Dundee Directory 
1818, 58, 168; NRS, E508/120/5, Nos 26–29, Customs 
Cash Vouchers, Sugar Debentures, Oct 1817–Oct 
1818). James Young was probably the former clerk 
of William Bell and Company in Seagate. This sugar 
house went bankrupt in January 1824 (possibly as a 
result of the decline in the price of sugar from 79s 5d 
in 1801 to 60s 2d in 1821 (Cooke 2012, 130) and David 
Baxter, manager of the rival Seagate sugar house, was 
appointed trustee on the sequestrated estates of the 
company and of its two partners, James Young and 
Peter Duncan, the latter presumably the successor to 
James Duncan, junior (Edinburgh Gazette, Nos 3190, 
2; 3203, 30; 3217, 66; 3223, 79; NRS, CS43/52, No 51). 
Both Young and Duncan are still listed as sugar refiners 
in the Dundee Directory for 1824 (pp118, 147).
 Peter Chisholm, sugar refiner, occurs in the Dundee 
Guildry records in 1815 and 1823 (pers comm Innes 
Duffus), although it is not clear at which of the sugar 
houses he worked.
 The relationship between the Dundee Sugar House 
and Keiller’s jam and marmalade manufacturing is not 
known. Keiller’s initial business, as confectioners and 
grocers, was at the west end of Seagate, where they are 
credited with producing marmalade at the beginning of 
the 19th century, although it was not until the mid-19th 
century that marmalade became their main business 
(Mathew 1998, 2–4, 16–17). By then, the Sugar House 
had closed. The origins of Keiller’s business are 
obscure, and it is a pity that more is not known of the 
arrival in Dundee of a cargo of 265 chests and 111 
boxes containing 160,250 lemons and oranges from 
Lisbon in 1794 (NRS, E504/11/16, 4 July 1794).

Conclusions

It appears that most, if not all, of the sugar refined in 
the Dundee Sugar House was transported ‘coastwise’ 
from Glasgow or the Clyde, as with the other refineries 
on the east coast of Scotland at Aberdeen, Leith and 
Edinburgh (Arnot 1779, 589). Certainly after the 
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opening of the Forth and Clyde Canal in 1790, there 
were regular shipping contacts in raw and refined sugar 
between Dundee and the Clyde, as well as with Leith, 
Newcastle, Hull and London (eg, Dundee Directory 
1809, 89, 92, 93, 95, 96; Dundee Directory 1818, 70–1, 
73, 75, 78, 81, 83–4). Only one shipload of sugar is 
recorded as entering Dundee directly from the West 
Indies: a cargo of sugar and rum from St Christopher 
or St Kitts in September 1786 (Appendix 4 in archive 
report). There are two specific records in the customs 
accounts of refined sugar being brought ‘coastwise’ to 
Dundee, from Port Glasgow in 1806 and from Leith in 
1811; and in 1820 a newspaper report of two cargoes 
of sugar to Dundee from the Clyde (Jackson 1991, 87). 
On three occasions in 1824–5 the sloop Bruce arrived 
at Dundee with cargoes of sugar from Greenock (ibid, 
90). Otherwise sugar refined at Dundee for export is 
described in the customs records as made from ‘brown 
or Muscovado Sugar Imported from His Majestys 
Sugar Colonies in America ... for which all His 
Majestys duties were paid at the Time of Importation’, 
without specifying at what port it was imported.
 The Glasgow connection with the Dundee Sugar 
House was present from the beginning: a firm of 
Glasgow merchants, Messrs Anderson and Horsburgh, 
were founding partners (see Appendix 1 in archive 
report) and James Crawford, who owned the land 
on which the sugar house was built, was described 
as a merchant in Glasgow (NRS, Register of Deeds, 
Durie, RD3/290, ff.483–6). Subsequently William Bell 
had extensive dealings with Glasgow merchants and 
finance, having set up the firm of Archibald Warden 
and Company with his former clerk ‘for the purpose of 
acting as Agents for William Bell and Coy, for aiding 
the circulation of James Bell Junior and Company’s 
Bills’ (NRS, CS96/4633, ff.99 et seqq). Among his 
creditors were the Thistle Bank for £3,000, and John 
Campbell Senior and Company and John McColl, 
both merchants in Glasgow for £2,000 and £500 
respectively, all on bills drawn by Archibald Warden 
(ibid, ff.8–11). (Campbell and McColl/McCall were 
West India merchants [Cooke 2012, 130, 133].)
 It does not appear that the Dundee Sugar House 
was seen as an important part of Dundee’s economy. 
The author of the Old Statistical Account for Dundee 
in 1792–3, a quarter of a century after its foundation, 
could only comment ‘one company is engaged in a 
sugar house, but of its importance to the community, 
no particular account has been obtained’ (OSA, vol 
8, 166). Nevertheless the sugar house did stimulate, if 
not meet, a growing demand for the consumption of 
sugar in and around Dundee, in which it reflected a 
similar national trend. The quantity of sugar consumed 
in Britain rose from 10,000 tons in 1700 (3lb per head 
of population) to 159,916 tons in 1801 (22lb per head) 
and to 202,899 tons (17lb per head) in 1841 (Bremner 
1869, 462–4). This change in the status of sugar from 
a luxury for the wealthy to a general consumption can 
be seen in victualling bills recorded by the Dundee 
Customs Collectors from at least the 1790s (see 

Appendix 7 in archive report), where some of the 
whaling ships regularly included sugar, molasses and 
tea in their stores. Occasionally sugar, tea and coffee 
are included in other ships’ stores.
 Comparative figures for sugar brought ‘coastwise’ 
(ie, from elsewhere in Britain) to Dundee are: in 1745, 
no account; in 1756, 62 tons; in 1791, 583½ tons (OSA, 
170). (The coastwise trade is not recorded in the 
Collectors’ Quarterly Accounts, except occasionally for 
a specific cargo for export or victualling bills.) Since 
no exports of sugar are recorded from Dundee between 
1775 and 1795 (except for one cargo to St Kitts in 
1786), presumably this total met the demand in Angus, 
Perthshire and Fife as well as Dundee: if Dundee, with 
a population of about 22,000 in 1791 (ibid, 164), had 
been the sole market, the average consumption per head 
would be about 59lb! Of the 583½ tons, 7/20ths were 
supposed to be ‘unmanufactured’, 8/20ths refined, and 
5/20ths ground or powdered (that is refined and then 
crushed) (ibid, 168). Assuming that the unrefined sugar 
was refined in Dundee, this suggests that the Dundee 
Sugar House was supplying about one third of the sugar 
consumed in and around Dundee. Indeed in 1814 it was 
reported that in Scotland refined sugar was only a small 
proportion of the raw sugar used and that Scotland 
was chiefly supplied with refined sugar from England 
(Sinclair 1814, 297). Nevertheless, in the year to July 
1792 the duties on sugar from Dundee totalled £9,315, 
making it the largest single source of revenue to the 
government from Dundee, providing about one sixth 
of the total of £54,845 14s 3¾d (OSA, 158).
 The main problem for the Dundee Sugar House 
seems to have been under-capitalisation. (The backers 
of the Leith sugar house set up in 1757 lost their capital 
in five years [Bremner 1869, 461]). The initial capital 
at the set up of the sugar house in 1766 was £3,000, 
equivalent to £341,200 in 2011 using the Retail Price 
Index (RPI), as are other equivalent figures given 
below (URL:http://www.measuringworth.com), 
which does not seem enough to set up a capital-
intensive manufacturing business. William Bell 
bought the sugar house in 1801 for £2,640, equivalent 
to £164,500, and spent another £1,400 on buildings 
and equipment, before it was sold in 1809 for £4,500, 
equivalent to £267,000. Bell’s net share of the profits 
of the sugar house over the six years from its purchase 
to October 1807 was £3,078 11s 3d (NRS, CS96/4633, 
f.52), equivalent to £200,400, an average of £500 per 
annum, which does not seem a lot and may explain why 
Bell was heavily in debt despite being involved in nine 
existing businesses and having been involved in seven 
dissolved businesses (ibid, f.13). Under-capitalisation 
and operating on credit may have contributed to 
William and James Bell’s falling out with their fellow 
directors of the Dundee New Bank, of which William 
had been a founder, when the directors removed the 
Bells from involvement with the bank on account of 
‘defalcations’ with the bank’s money (ibid, f.99 et seqq; 
PKCA, MS100/2, Bundle 68, Copy [Summons] for the 
Right Hon George Lord Kinnaird, 1805). (Papers on 
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the legal proceedings in this dispute held in the Bank 
of Scotland Archives have not been examined.)
 One factor, rarely mentioned in the records, 
that must have affected the Dundee Sugar House is 
smuggling. Given the high duty levied on sugar and 
other commodities, smuggling was widespread. The 
sugar house itself would not have participated in 
smuggling: the local customs officials would have taken 
great care to check the records of sugar entering and 
leaving the sugar house. But smuggled sugar no doubt 
found its way into shops and homes in Dundee and the 
surrounding area. There are only two references in the 
18th century to smuggling of sugar in the letters of the 
Dundee customs office, both concerning Perth (Dearnley 
2000). In April 1728 a quantity of ‘black sugar’ along 
with some hemp and ‘matt lattin’ was seized from a 
Perth merchant because it was not reported in the ship’s 
manifest (DCA, CE70/1/1, Letterbook, From Collector 
to Board, 1724–1731, 29 December 1728). In July 1790 
12 loaves weighing 132lb refined sugar were seized 
following a ‘rumage’, along with spirits, wine and soap 
from a Perth-bound ship loaded with wood and raw 
linen yarn from Bremen (DCA, CE70/1/7, Letterbook, 
From Collector to Board, 1788–94, 23 July 1790).

The pottery and ceramics
Derek Hall and Richard Jones

The excavation and watching brief undertaken at the 
site of the new leisure pool produced a total of 440 
sherds of ceramic material ranging in date from the 
13th to the 19th centuries (Hall 2011). Of these, some 
200 were medieval: Scottish redwares (85 sherds), 
Scottish White Gritty Wares (88 sherds), Yorkshire 
Type Wares (25 sherds) and two sherds of Rhenish 
Stonewares (Langewehe). Among the post-medieval 
sherds was a handle junction that resembles Merida 
Type ware (Iberian) (Cat 5; Illus 3) dating to the 17th 
or 18th centuries. Of particular interest was a group of 
94 industrial redware sherds from the excavation area 
which all seem to be from vessels used in industrial 
processes. The fabric of these sherds is a distinctive brick 
red colour with occasional large mineral inclusions, 
resembling material from Iberia. It is possible to identify 
a few of the sherds as being from vessels that relate to 
the sugar refining industry, including a single rimsherd 
(Cat 1) and a basal angle (Cat 2), both of which are 
from syrup jars, and a rimsherd and a bodysherd which 
are from sugarloaf moulds (Cats 3 and 4) (Illus 3). The 

Illus 3 Pottery.
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remainder are bodysherds, some of which may also be 
from sugarloaf moulds. The majority of these sherds 
are unglazed but 33 of them have a white slip on their 
internal surfaces (Illus 4). It has been suggested that 
this is evidence for the ‘claying process’ which took 
place before the sugar loaves were sold (see below, p14).

Illustrated pottery catalogue

Industrial redwares

1 Rimsherd from syrup jar. DD55, Context 096
2 Basal angle from syrup jar. DD55, Context U/S
3 Rimsherd from sugarloaf mould. DD55, Context U/S
4 Bodysherd from sugarloaf mould. DD55, Context 126

Unidentified

5 Bodysherd and lower handle junction from unglazed redware 
vessel (Merida Type?). DD55, Context 161

Chemical analysis of sugar pots
Richard Jones

Examples of sugar pots and large jars recovered from 
the excavations by Alder Archaeology Ltd in Dundee 
were analysed chemically and compared with sherds of 
similar vessels from excavations by AOC Archaeology 
in Glasgow, Gallowgate and Headland Archaeology in 
Edinburgh (unpublished). Following visual inspection 
of the sherds by Tania Manuel Casimiro in 2012 which 
suggested there might be a Portuguese origin for some 
of the vessels, the aim of the analysis was to determine 
whether this was indeed the case or whether the sugar 
pots were made where they were found, or elsewhere in 

Scotland. To this end, sugar pots, kindly supplied by 
Tania Manuel Casimiro from three major Portuguese 
production centres of the 17th and 18th centuries – 
Aveiro (60km south of Porto), Lisbon and Lagos in 
the Algarve – were analysed for comparison. Chemical 
analysis by inductively-coupled plasma emission and 
mass spectrometry (ICP-ES and MS) was carried 
out in October 2013, using the same technique and 
methodology (for ICP-ES) as that described by Jones 
et al 2003.
 The samples together with standards were analysed 
at the Earth Sciences Department, Royal Holloway, 
University of London. The composition data consisting 
of the concentrations of 32 elements were treated using 
the SPSS PC statistical package (v. 21).

Results

The first step was to examine how the compositions 
at the three Scottish centres classified. Illus 5 gives 
a multi-variate view, resulting from principal 
components analysis and plotting the first two 
principal components. Two main groups are apparent, 
I and II, and within Group I are some possible sub-
groupings shown as Ia, Ib and Ic. Whereas Ia and 
Ic consist only of Dundee and Glasgow sugar pots 
respectively, Ib and II are more mixed. When the 
reference compositions for Portuguese sites are added, 
few though they are in number, it is seen at once that 
the Aveiro and Lagos sherds stand well apart from the 
Scottish pottery but the samples from Lisbon are close 
to those from Glasgow (Illus 6).
 Since the pottery under consideration here has, in 
the main, a fine red fabric it is appropriate to compare 
their compositions with those of previously analysed 
redwares from across Scotland (Haggarty et al 2011), 
in particular the K2O, MgO and TiO2 contents. The 
two bivariate plots in Illus 7 show that the Lisbon 
samples separate apart from the Scottish samples 
owing to the higher K2O content of the former. There 
seemed good grounds therefore for assigning a Scottish 
origin to all the sugar pots found in Glasgow, Dundee 
and Edinburgh.
 Drawing on Haggarty et al’s (2011) data for 
Glasgow Gallowgate, Edinburgh Canongate and 
Dundee redwares and operating on the assumption 
that this pottery represents local material, a comparison 
can be made with the test material. Although there is 
missing data for the Dundee redware, Illus 8 shows that 
the Dundee sugar pots (except D2) form a discernible 
group of their own with high K which is separate from 
the Glasgow and Edinburgh redware groups.
 In summary, the Dundee sugar pots, apart 
from D2, would appear to be products of that 
city’s district. Petrographic analysis of some of 
the samples indicates that some of the Lisbon 
samples resemble one of the main clusters of Scottish 
sugar pots, but in thin section we see that Lisbon 
has less quartz and its quartz distribution is more 
bimodal than either Glasgow or Edinburgh (Illus 9). 

Illus 4 White slip on redware sugar cone bodysherds 
from Dundee.
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Illus 5 PC plot of the samples from Glasgow G (sugar pots), Dundee D (sugar pots) 
and Edinburgh E (sugar pots). Other pots +.

Illus 6 PC plot of the samples from Glasgow ( ), Dundee ( ) and Edinburgh (+) and 
Portugal (    ).
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Illus 7 MgO-K2O and TiO2-K2O plots for all samples.
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Illus 8 TiO2-K2O plot of (a) the red wares from Glasgow Gallowgate (GG) and 
Edinburgh Canongate (EC) and (b) the sugar pots and other samples. 
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Aveiro is distinctly different and distinguished by its 
mica content. At first glance Lagos resembles D4 but 
the latter has a high concentration of smaller quartz. 
The polycrystalline quartz in Lagos and D4 differs 
in appearance.
 On balance, it appears that both chemical and 
petrographic analyses are suggesting that none of the 
samples of sugar vessels at Glasgow, Edinburgh or 
Dundee originate from the Portuguese production 
centres analysed. However the presence of large 
distinctive white quartz inclusions in many of the 
Scottish samples cannot be paralleled by any Scottish 
redware fabrics known to either G Haggarty or D Hall, 
meaning that the original provenance of the excavated 
sugar vessels remains unknown and is the subject of 
continuing research and analysis. Finally, the slip on 
one of the Dundee sherds (see Illus 4) was found to have 
a characteristic white clay composition: high Al and 
low Fe and Ca.

Discussion
Derek Hall

Of most interest in this small assemblage of ceramics 
from the Dundee Leisure Pool site is the small group 
of tightly dated medieval pottery from the Phase 1 
dumping in the watching brief and the group of post-

medieval industrial redwares from the excavation. 
The medieval pottery would seem to be consistently 
of a 13th/14th-century date, seemingly relating to an 
early expansion or reclaiming of the river frontage at 
this point. The industrial redwares are of 18th/19th-
century date and appear to have been dumped from 
a sugar house in the near vicinity (see above). 
 Chemical analysis of samples of the sugar refining 
vessels from this site suggests that they are locally 
manufactured and not imported. This also seems 
to be the case with the other analysed samples from 
sugar houses in Edinburgh and Glasgow. Interestingly 
examples of slightly earlier (16th-century) locally 
manufactured sugar refining vessels were recovered 
from the excavations at the Stenhouse production site 
in the 1950s indicating that such vessels were certainly 
being made in Scotland (Hall and Hunter 2001).
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Abstract
Excavations at the site of Dundee’s new Leisure 
Pool at East Marketgait/East Whale Lane in 2010 
uncovered evidence of an 18th-century Sugar House. 
Sherds of sugarloaf moulds and syrup jugs related to 
the refining of sugar were recovered. The history of 
the Dundee Sugar House from its beginnings in 1767 
until its closure in 1841, as revealed in contemporary 
documents, is discussed. Chemical analysis of the sugar 
pots and comparison with similarly dated Portuguese 
vessels appears to show the origin of the majority of 
sherds is in the Dundee area.
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