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A Brief History of the Collection 
 
Many successful Turkey red dyers and printers had been established in the Vale of Leven, 
Dunbartonshire throughout the nineteenth century.  By 1898, however, protectionist tariffs 
introduced by the Indian government forced the major firms of the region to amalgamate to 
form the United Turkey Red Co. Ltd.  Twentieth-century developments in synthesised dyes 
and foreign competition meant that by the 1960s the UTR was struggling and it was taken 
over by the Calico Printers Association, who closed the Scottish works.  While the works 
have long since disappeared, some artefacts of the industry have survived.  Documentary 
sources, including account and letter books, are now in the collections of the Scottish 
Business Archives at the University of Glasgow and pattern books taken to Manchester by 
the CPA have since found a home at the Society of Dyers and Colourists in Bradford.  The 
bulk of the surviving pattern books were taken by the National Museums Scotland to form 
the Turkey Red Collection.  This collection was first examined by Margaret Swain in 1962-
1963, who noted the unique and valuable contribution the pattern books could make to 
understanding design and taste in nineteenth-century Britain.  Naomi Tarrant, former 
curator of NMS, was the next to study the collection, producing a detailed article on the 
early history of the industry in 1987.  The pattern books have not been studied extensively 
for a number of years, however, mainly because of the size of the collection as a whole and 
because of the large and unwieldy size of individual pattern books.    
 
These pattern books are a central component of the „Colouring the Nation‟ project, acting as 
a basis for collaboration between universities, museums, archives, independent researchers 
and local communities.  They are also vital to understanding the Turkey red industry, 
showing us a history of design and that the industry had markets across the world.   
 
The Pattern Books and Textile Samples 
 
The Turkey Red Collection consists of 200 bound and unbound pattern books and a large 
number of loose textile samples of various sizes, which have been removed from the pattern 
books and mounted separately on pieces of card.  The collection covers over 100 years of 
textile printing history from 1837 up to the 1940s and in all there are approximately 40,000 
textile samples.  The pattern books range in size from small booklets (height 150mm, width 
230mm, depth 5mm) containing one or two fabric samples, to large bound volumes (the 
largest is height 560mm, width 380mm, depth 180mm) which contain hundreds of textile 
samples.  Some of the pattern books have been removed from their original binding which 
means the pages and the fabric samples are left vulnerable to damage.  Where the binding 
has survived it is generally very fragile, compounded by the combined weight of the pages 
and the fabric samples.  Most of the books have fabric samples but some simply have the 
designs either printed or traced onto paper, showing an earlier stage in the production of 
printed textiles.   
 
The firms that used these pattern books arranged them according to the main method of 
printing that was used to create the patterns.  There were a number of printing methods and 
often multiple processes were used on a single piece of cloth.  Large block printing, cylinder 
printing, lead plate printing, flat press printing and copper plate printing are all referred to 
in the pattern books – often with cryptic notations beside each pattern.  These notations 



indicate that the books were manufacturing tools, used by workers within the plants as 
points of reference.  A number of the books are duplicates of one another – containing the 
same patterns with the same pattern numbers – this again suggests that they were 
manufacturing tools.   
 
Many of the pattern books do not have a specific date – a problem made more complicated 
by the long standing popularity of many of the patterns intended for the Indian market.  
These designs were less likely to change compared with designs for the British market and 
they were often produced for years at a time.  In some cases a date has been given to a 
pattern book by details on the binding or labels attached to patterns within the book.   
 
Much work is needed on identifying which company might have originally used the pattern 
book.  There are three likely firms: William Stirling and Sons, John Orr Ewing and Co. and 
Archibald Orr Ewing and Co.  These were the three main firms who created the United 
Turkey Red Co.  Most of the books can be connected with John Orr Ewing and Co. - many 
have been identified by labels attached to the designs and comparing pattern books which 
have duplicated designs.  A smaller number of pattern books can be linked to William 
Stirling and Sons, including a volume containing textile samples and certificates which show 
that the designs were registered with the Board of Trade in London as a copyright measure, 
and a volume known as the “Bombay Patterns”.  This latter volume dates from 1853-1869 
and contains textile samples and correspondence from agents who provided Stirling and 
Sons with information and advice about the Indian market.  Some of the pattern books have 
been identified as belonging to Archibald Orr Ewing and Co. through cross-referencing with 
the Board of Trade registered designs volumes at the National Archives in London.     
 
Ongoing Work 
 
Cataloguing and surveying the Turkey Red Collection is an ongoing process which will 
continue throughout the „Colouring the Nation‟ project.  It is hoped that with more research 
and cross-referencing with other collections, more of the books can be given information 
such as dates and manufacturer.  Information gained from the ongoing research will be 
applied to these pattern books.  In turn, studying these books in depth highlights aspects of 
the industry which were previously little known or acknowledged.   
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