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flfil;E, W ATETI Anb TRAG EDY

Two beath s in the McDOWALL f amily
Morgoret Whitoker

I was very surprised to recognize the photograph. It
showed the tombstone of Archibald McDowall, my
husband's great-grandfather, and there it was -
online! It was part of an advertisement for a conducted
tour of Melbourne General Cemetery.

The carved fireman's helmet and Masonic emblems
obviously had historical significance, but I wondered if
the tour operators knew about the 2OO firemen
marching to the sound of the 'Dead March'. Did they
know anything about the man himselP

Archibald had collapsed when fighting a fire in
Melbourne in 1894 and the Fire Brigade had given him
a most impressive funeral. However, this had been the
second tragic workplace death in the McDowall family
and I found myself comparing it with the story of
Archibald's grandfather James McDowall . who was
drowned in 182 I whilst serving in HM Customs in
Scotland. James had no funeral and a watery grave.
Both men were in their early forties.

The reports of these deaths
were found in newspapers half
a world apart - Melbourne
and Glasgow.

ARCHIBALD McDOWALL
Fireman
The tombstone inscription for
Archibald reads:

Erected bg the members of the
Metropolitan Fire Brigade In
Memory of their beloued
DEPUTY CHIEF OFFICER
ARCHIBALD McDOWALL utho
died on the 3 Nouember 1894
Aged 44 Aears. Thg utill be
done.

Following a serious accident at
a fire in King Street Melbourne
in December 1893, Archibald
was subject to pains around
the heart and congestion ofthe
lungs. He had continued to
work, but on Friday night 2
November 1894 he was
suddenly ill and had to leave a
fire in Flinders Street. He
appeared to get better during
the night, but a few minutes
before seven o'clock the next
morning he became worse, and
died before Mr Fred D Bird,
the brigade surgeon, could be
brought to his bedside.

It was a time when lack of adequate provision of fire
services to the City of Melbourne was receiving much
public attention. Both private and volunteer fire
brigades had been established by insurance
companies, municipal councils, businesses, railways
and temperance leagues. Although the work was
dangerous it offered good money, more excitement and
the glamour of a uniform. It was also a service to the
communit5r. However, there were many problems, not
the least being lack of coordination and rivalry between
brigades for water, equipment and insurance money.
There were many fires and fatalities. In April 1BB9 the
Bijou Theatre went up in flames and two lives were
lost. On 14 September, the building on the site of the
present Block Arcade was burnt and three firemen
Perished. t z

hrblic reaction finally compelled Parliament to act.
Following the passing of the Fire Brigades Act on 20
December 1890, a board was formed and by 15
September 1893 the new headquarters with the
distinctive watch tower had been comoleted on a

Graue of Archibald McDotualt at Melboume General Cemetery

prominent position on 'Eastern
Hill'. This was adjacent to
such important rel ig ious
buildings as St Patrick's
Cathedral and St Peters and
Melburnians were very proud
of the newest facility.s This
further unfortunate death
needed a show of strength,
hence the large funeral.

The funeral took place with all
the ceremony that the brigade
and local officials could
muster. The Argus newspaper
told the story:

Ttuo hundred firemen under the
command of the chief officer,
Mr Stein,  marched in
procession behind an engine,
coffered uith flowers, ulhich
bore the coffin. The band of the
Lift-boat crelD headed the
cortege and plaged the 'Dead
March' en route from Eastern
Hill fire station to Melbourne
General Cemetery.a

Amongst those who attended
were the members of the Fire
Board, the Melbourne Town
Clerk Mr Clayton, several
members of the Malvern Lodge
of Freemasons, and a number
of prominent citizens. Tribute
was paid to Archibald as a
prominent, capable, and well
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respected oflicer.

Archibald had been born in New
Zealand on 16 September 1850s,
fourth surviving son of John
McDowall and Elizabeth Carrick
who emigrated in 1847 from
Scotland to New ZeaJand on the
Philip Laing.6 There they joined
John's sister Maria and her
husband Archibald McEachern.
They took up small holdings in
NelsonT but in 1853 the prospect
of better opportunit5r during the
Victorian gold rush, enticed the
two men to cross the Tasman to
Melbourne.s The wives and
children followed and John and
Elizabeth set up a shoemaker,
grocer and draper business in
Collingwood.e Some members of
both families returned to New
Zealand but Collingwood was
where Archibald grew up.

At the time of his marriage to
Sarah Churchward Crispin on 28
April 1868 in the Presbyterian
manse, North Melbourne,
Archibald was only eighteen and

melancholg report that Mr
McDoutaII, Officer of Excise in
Tgree, and two boatmen, Luere
drowned, returning from this
island to Tgree, about three
weeks ago. The wind uas fair
and moderate uhen theg lefi this
uillage in a small skiff, but when
opposite to the island of Coll, it
became boisterous. Theg LDere
seen off that island, making for
land and calling for assistance;
but alas! the tremendous waues
then rolting along that rockg
coast, preuented the inhabitants
from affording the least relief. The
boat was upset in their presence.
Some dags later, the hats of the
men, and a trunk and pocketbook
belonging to Mr McDoutaII were
picked up on the shore; but none
of the bodies haue get been found.
Mr McDoutall has lefi a uidout
and goung family to deplore his
loss. r I

Much of his life had been a lonelv
qfn r  oolc

Archibald McDowaII in uniform

had been working as a carrier and a bootmaker. He
was Captain of the Collingwood Volunteer Fire Brigade
for ten years before gaining permanent employment
with the Insurance Fire Brigade on 1 April 1880.
Firemen were required to be on call and the family
lived in the headquarters, then in Little Bourke Street.
He was assistant to superintendant Mr Hoad until ill
health forced Mr Hoad's retirement in 1886. Archibald
was appointed acting superintendent pending the
arrival in 1888 of the replacement superintendant, Mr
D J Stein from England. In 1890 Mr D J Stein and
Archibald McDowall were appointed to the two top
positions in the newly formed Metropolitan Fire
Brigade. Archibald was given the official number 2.to

Although his untimely death would have devastated
his family, their welfare was provided for. Sarah was to
receive &300 AMP insurance and perhaps more
importantly, two freehold rental properties. The
connection with Fire Services was to become almost a
family tradition. His eldest son John Archibald
McDowall had already joined the Fire Brigade and one
daughter was to marry Benjamin Hill, the Chief Officer
of the new lvanhoe Fire Station. A grandson Archibald
Hill served many years as the driver of the Chief
Offrcer and currently several descendants are active
volunteers in the CFA.

TAMES McDOWALL Excise man
The story of Archibald's grandfather James McDowall
was in complete contrast. A band had not played to
mourn his death and in fact the news did not reach
the Scottish mainland until some three weeks later.
His family may not even have known he was missing.

The newspaper reported from Tobermory on the Isle of
Mull ,7 Jan.uary 7827:

Intelligence has just reached this place, confirming the

We do not know where James
was born but he was a stonemason living at Castle
Barns when he married Janet Maria Smith on 10
January 1802 in St Cuthbert's Edinburgh. St
Cuthbert's is at the base of Castle Rock and almost in
the shadow of Edinburgh Castle. Castle Barns was an
isolated hamlet to the west of the church and may
have been a grange or farm attached to the fortress.
Following their marriage James and Janet moved to
Fountainbridge, then a newly developing suburb
adjacent to Castle Barns. Whilst living there they had
three children - Jean, James and Maria Margaret
Napier.

Employment as a stonemason meant long hours of
labour, low wages and little securit5r of work and
James applied to join HM Excise department in
Scotland. His application was successful and in 181O
he was appointed as a Riding Officer.l2 This gave some
degree of securit5r because as a new appointee it was
compulsory for James to join the l.[ew Superannuation
Scheme'begun in 1808. Despite the dalgers facing an
excise officer, the appointment gave him very desirable
provision for his old age and more particularly for the
care of his family.

The function of a Riding Officer was to prevent the
movement inland of smuggled goods that had evaded
the revenue boats at sea or the customs officials in
ports. Riders were also required to investigate any
illegal distilling. They were expected to serve day and
night and to keep in touch with their colleagues;
covering upwards of twenty miles along the coast and
five miles inland and there was an allowance for a
horse. Seized goods with full details of offenders had to
be delivered to the nearest customs house. There was
always a risk of men being drowned in storms, killed
by accident or by smugglers resisting the seizure of
their goods. It was a dangerous job.

James had a few brief postings, the first on 17
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September 1810 to Inverness on the north-west coast
and from 17 November 1810 unti l 13 March 1811 to
Lochinver on the farthest north-east coast.13 Their
third child, Maria, was born in Edinburgh on 6
February 1811. It is doubtful if James spent the
Christmas of that year with his family and given the
difficulty of travelling south across the Highlands, he
may well not have been in Edinburgh when this
daughter was born.

It must have been a great relief to both James and
Janet when he was transferred on 26 March 1811 to
the Dundee district as Class 3 Excise Oflicer.t+
Dundee was not as isolated as the previous postings,
although the move involved crossing the Firth of Forth,
possibly by ferry and a long coach trip to Dundee.
However, Janet and the children joined him and the
family settled at Broughty Ferry, a village on the Tay
estuary, four miles east of Dundee. Until 7790,
Broughty Ferr5z consisted of only a few fishermen's
huts near the ruins of Broughty Castle, an ancient
fortification on a commanding promontory overlooking
the river. By the time James arrived, considerable
expansion was taking place and Broughty Ferry was
destined to become a favourite holiday place.

Two more children, John and Mary Sandeman, were
born at Broughty Ferry. Sometime in 1815 Janet died
and James was left a widower with five young children
including a very new baby.ts The long hours and
unpredictability of his job would have made it very
difficult for him to look after the family. There may
have been help in the village but the eldest daughter
Jean, then aged about ten, would have had to accept
much of the responsibility for her younger siblings.

There were to be changes within the Dundee Division
of the Excise Department. On26 June 1819 the Board
received a letter from the Dundee Supervisor,
recommending the closure of a Division and
redeployment of its two officers. James McDowall was
to transfer to Dumbarton effective from the 5 July.to
He had been at Broughty Ferr5r for eight years.

Dumbarton Division was to the west of Glasgow and
encompassed an area a-1ong the coastline of the Firth
of Clyde including Cardross, Helensburgh and the
village of Row/Rhu. It is likely that James and the
children travelled by one of the stage coach serrices
across Scotland to Glasgow, and then either a sailing
packet or a stage coach to Dumbarton. It would have
been a difficult journey.

James was stationed at Row and sometime in the next
.year he met Mary Mclntyre of Cardoss, herself a
widow, and they decided to marry. The ceremony took
place on 8 October 1820 in the church at Row, a
watering place on the east side of Gare Loch and two
miles from Helensburgh.

His stay in the Dumbarton Ride was short-lived and
after only two years, James was again transferred
when it was discovered that he had been carrying on
private distilling. This practice was illegal and
accordingly a report had been sent to the board. At the
meeting on 12 July 182 1, the board ordered that
James was not a suitable officer for this position and
he was appointed to the Tiree Ride.17 Tiree is west of
the island of Mull and sixty miles from the mainland at
Oban. There were manv inconveniences incident to a

remote location, not the least of which was
communication. Because of the difliculty of accessing
the harbours, all boats in Tiree were hauled up high
and dry for four months of the year, from end of
November until the end of March. The island was
nearly locked off from all intercourse with other
countries unless a light skiff was used on a good day.

The posting posed ma,jor difficulties for the family,
particularly because James's new wife, Mary Mclntyre
was very close to giving birth to their first child. Given
the state of the roads from Dunbarton to Oban and
subsequent sea crossing, Mary and the family may not
have accompanied him. Just two weeks later on 26
July 182 1, their daughter Margaret was born in
Helensburgh.

On the following 15 December 182 1, James was
drowned returning to Tiree from a collection. Instead of
a funeral and a grave, there would have been a
fruitless search along the roc\r coast for survivors.

James McDowall showed a spirit of adventure in his
willingness to change direction to obtain steady work,
even though it meant taking risks and moving to
isolated places, an attribute to be reflected in the next
two generations. After his demise the family moved to
Glasgow, where the children married and eventually
began their own families. When steady emplo5rment
continued to be a problem, it was the recruitment
drive in the 1840s for emigrants to New Zealand which
gave the impetus for Maria and John with their
partners and families to begin their journey to new
places as their father had done.

Archibald McDowall had sought new opportunities,
but unlike the unmarked resting place of his
grandfather some seventy years earlier, Archibald's life
and death is commemorated on his fine tombstone. S
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