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Standing on the shoulders of giants:
Learning from William Brebner
Andrew Coyle
IN 1799 a contemporary press cutting described conditions in the Glasgow
Bridewell, which had been opened the previous year in Duke Street in the east end of
the city:
“… It not infrequently happened that as many as six, eight and ten individuals
were chained together in the same cell – eight feet by seven – ill ventilated and
horribly arranged. The old and the young were mixed together – the hardened and
the most pliable.”
Twenty six years later a Select Committee of the House of Commons found the
conditions in the Bridewell transformed: “The prisoners are kept separate, and at
constant work from six o’clock morning till eight at night”. The dramatic change in
prisoners’ conditions and their daily routine was the result of the efforts of one man,
William Brebner.
William Brebner was born in Huntly in 1783 or 1784. He worked for a short time as
a shipping clerk in Aberdeen before moving to Glasgow to become assistant to the
first Governor of the Glasgow Bridewell when it opened in 1798. Some ten years later
Brebner succeeded him as Governor, a position which he held until his death in 1845.
Brebner began the process of reform of the Glasgow Bridewell by placing all
prisoners in individual cells and providing them with work for eleven hours a day. This
was broadly similar to the ‘separate system’ of imprisonment which was developed
in Pennsylvania some years later. Frederic Hill, first Inspector Prisons for Scotland,
commented on this in one of his annual reports:
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“Before the establishment in America
of those prisons which have attracted
so much attention, this unassuming but
excellent man (Brebner), remarkable alike
for the clearness of his intellect and his
untiring benevolence, had organised and
successfully conducted the system of
which, in many respects, theirs was but a
repetition.”
Brebner introduced a basic
classification of prisoners by sex and
age. At that time more than one third of
prisoners in Scotland were women. Not
only did Brebner place them in a separate
part of the prison but he also ensured that
they were supervised exclusively by female
staff. He separated juvenile prisoners from
adults, and introduced for them a different
regime, teaching them a trade, and training
them in what the Inspector described as
“tolerably good habits”.
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Brebner also improved the conditions for the prison staff in
terms of accommodation, pay and reduced hours of attendance. He
also employed a teacher to take evening classes which many staff
attended on a voluntary basis. The Inspector of Prisons encouraged
Governors of other prisons throughout the country to send their
staff to Glasgow for training and also to recruit staff from the
Bridewell. By 1841 many of the keepers of other county prisons had
been trained in the Glasgow Bridewell and in his annual report for
that year the Inspector noted:
“In procuring good keepers and matrons, Mr Brebner has again
afforded great assistance, both by giving up trained officers of his
own, and by training new officers. Mr Brebner’s services indeed have
now been extended, in one way or another, to almost every county
in Scotland.”
Brebner’s own skills were in great demand throughout the
country. In 1840 the two prisons in Glasgow were combined under
his governorship. In 1840 the Prison Board for the county of Lanark
appointed Brebner as Superintendent of all Lanarkshire prisons, a
task which he took on in addition to his responsibilities in Glasgow.
When the new General Prison was opened in Perth in 1842 its
Directors tried to entice Brebner to take charge but he was unwilling
to leave Glasgow. Six months later the first Governor of the General
Prison was dismissed for financial irregularity and Brebner accepted
interim charge of the prison, again on top of his other duties.
Despite all his efforts to create a positive atmosphere inside
prisons, Brebner had no doubt that, in so far as reformation of the
prisoner was possible, it was likely to be achieved within the wider
community rather than inside the prison. He clearly identified the
need for aftercare and was instrumental in establishing separate
Houses of Refuge for boys and girls in Glasgow. He was spurred to
do this by the knowledge that whatever good had been achieved
inside the prison was destroyed by the first experience of the
young men and women who “were watched on the day of their
liberation by the profligate and the criminal, and drawn back, alike
by the absence of every virtuous, and the presence of every vicious
influence, to the course they had resolved to abandon”.
Brebner was unsuccessful in his attempts to establish a similar
House of Refuge for adults on release. At one point he was so
concerned at the lack of provision for poor and destitute in the city
that he opened the doors of the prison to “voluntary prisoners”. In
1841 the Inspector of Prisons reported that there were “40 persons in
the prison of Glasgow who have voluntarily subjected themselves to
all the rigours of imprisonment”. The General Board of Directors of
Prisons instructed that this practice should cease on three grounds:
it was liable to affect public opinion with respect to the notion of
prison as punishment, it interfered with the discipline of the prison
and most crucially it increased the expense of the management of
the prison.
It was somehow inevitable that William Brebner should die
in harness. On 6 January 1845 he was summoned to a meeting
with the General Board of Directors to discuss the provision of
work for prisoners. He had just entered the offices of the Board
in George Street when he collapsed and died instantly as the
result of a massive heart attack. Brebner was so highly esteemed
that the Glasgow Town Council voted him a public funeral. In
his autobiography Frederic Hill noted that Brebner’s coffin “was
followed to the grave by crowds of all classes, and the police
in attendance recognised many who had formerly been in Mr
Brebner’s charge as prisoners”.
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His obituary in the Glasgow Herald on 10 January
described his achievements as follows:
“Mr Brebner, as Governor of the Glasgow Bridewell,
commenced his system of prison discipline and
amelioration long before there were any Acts of
Parliament to encourage and help him. For a lengthened
period of years, the Bridewell here has been regarded as
the model prison of the kingdom, and scarcely a work
of reform has been commenced in any of the jails of
Scotland in which his advice has not been asked, and
taken, and in Ireland, also, the benefits of his aid have
been readily acknowledged. Among the philanthropists
of the United States of America his name is as well known
as amongst the people in our own city… The details of his
plans have been requested by the Institute of France…
And all this while, Mr Brebner, as a private citizen, moved
so noiselessly and unobtrusively out and in amongst us,
that, but for the recital of his good deeds, which came
from others, not himself, we might have been unaware
that such a man formed a member of our community.”
William Brebner was a product of his own era and
can take his place among the major Scottish Victorian
humanitarian figures. In his early days in Glasgow he
ploughed a lonely furrow. His professional career began
when Scottish prisons were entirely under the control of
local authorities and it ended five years after the General
Board of Directors had taken over the management of
all prisons in the country. Members of the County Boards
and then of the new General Board had no experience
of prison administration and neither had Frederic Hill,
the first Inspector of Prisons in Scotland. All of them
turned to Brebner for practical advice and many of the
improvements which took place in prisons in the first
half of the 19th century, some of which lasted for a
considerable time thereafter, can be traced directly to
him.
Brebner’s view of the place of prison in society and
the limitations of what it can achieve has a great deal
of resonance for today. He was determined that prison
should be a place of decency and that the experience
of imprisonment should be positive in so far as that was
possible. He understood that staff needed to be properly
trained for their difficult work. In the final analysis he was
clear that the role of the prison in the reintegration of
men and women into society, what today is infelicitously
described as “reducing re-offending”, was of itself
very limited. There had to be a bridge between what
happened in prison and the experience of people when
they came out of prison. There needed to be support on
release in the form of accommodation, of work and of
positive supervision. These principles apply as much now
as they did in Brebner’s day.
Note: This article is based on sections of Inside: Rethinking Scotland’s
Prisons. (1991) Edinburgh: Scottish Child by the same author. All
references can be found in that book.
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‘If cjm did not exist, someone would have to invent it’
Professor Tim Newburn, London School of Economics.
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