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In a three-mile stretch of the River Leven, mechanical engineers, chemists, dyers, printers, 
wood-carvers and craftsmen of all descriptions worked should-to-shoulder with thousands 
of labourers, including women and children.  A year after the creation of the United Turkey 
Red Co. Ltd, the minutes of the company show that they had 2546 men (including 471 under 
the age of 18), and 2740 women (722 under the age of 18), working in the newly combined 
works across the Vale of Leven.   
 
Working conditions were poor and accidents and fires were common.  People often 
drowned in the lades (many of which ran under the floors of the buildings) and the mixture 
of chemicals being used put the workers at risk.  Women and girls, with their long hair and 
headscarves, faced a particular danger around the machinery, as reported in the Dumbarton 
Herald on 6 March 1886: 

On Saturday morning about six o‟clock, a girl 15 years of age named Mary 
Graham residing in Renton, met her death in a very painful manner in 
Croftengea Works, Alexandria.  The girl after the morning walk from Renton 
fell cold and had gone to a set of steam cans to get warmed.  Unfortunately 
she went too near the shafting and was caught by her shawl and then her 
hair got entangled, her head being completely scalped.  From this painful 
accident combined with the shock to the system the girl died almost 
immediately... 

The bleaching and dyeing departments were particularly unhealthy places to work and 
many former employees of the United Turkey Red Co. Ltd have described the foul 
conditions and unsavoury smells.  In 1927 Andrew Stewart, who had worked in one of the 
dye-houses, wrote the following poem describing the working conditions (reproduced by 
kind permission of Alistair McIntyre): 
 

Dye-House Blues 
 

Day after day the poisoned air I breathe 
The soul-destroying labour I endure 

Watching the fuming liquors boil and seethe 
Hellish brews like chalk and cow manure. 

 
The drinking water often I have savoured 
Just one tin pail for all the workers where 

I find the lukewarm water strongly flavoured 
With shreds of chewed tobacco floating there! 

 
Sometimes it‟s to the closets for a smoke 
A wooden seat with six holes in a row 

Where we sit and share a Woodbine and a joke 
While the stench comes up from six feet down below 

 
Starting out each day with youthful optimism 

Which, within the hour gives way to fear 
The soaking brings the nemesis of rheumatism 

And thoughts of utter hopelessness appear. 



 
Any small ambitions, lurking hopes 

Conceived whilst youthful blood is running strong 
Are buried in the wet cloth‟s writhing ropes 
And bound for far Bombay or Chittagong. 

 
 
Aside from the poor conditions, the workers also had to contend with the demands of their 
employers.  As the industry progressed and processes became industrialised, chemically-
intensive and commercially sensitive, managements became increasingly paranoid about 
industrial espionage, which meant strict controls on the workers.  The standard 
apprenticeship indenture at James Black and Co., for instance, included the words „...he shall 
by no means reveal or discover to any person or persons whatever secrets or mysteries 
relating to any branch or branches of the company‟s business.‟  Workers were only allowed 
access to limited areas and moves to other works were rigorously resisted, even into the 
twentieth century as seen in a letter published in the Dumbarton Herald on 24 March 1906: 

At present there is a great deal of boycotting going on in the works of the 
United Turkey Red Co. Ltd.... A girl intended to leave the Croftengea Works 
to fill another situation in another works in the district.  The day previous to 
her going away the foreman came to her and said, “Your notice is 
withdrawn and you must stay where you are, or if you persist in going your 
brother and father will have to go too.”   
     In another works in the Vale of Leven, a young man applied for a 
situation in one of the engraving shops in Glasgow and got a reply back that 
he had got the situation.  Before his notice was up, one of the partners asked 
him where he was going and he replied that he was going to one of the city‟s 
shops (Fulton‟s).  The young man was thunderstruck when he received a 
letter from Glasgow to the effect that this situation was cancelled owing to a 
letter they had received from the Vale of Leven. 

Although firms wanted to keep hold of their own workers and went to great lengths to 
ensure they did not leave, this did not stop them from taking on workers from rival 
companies on a regular basis.   
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