
 
Huntly Textile Heritage 

 
1737 The third Duke of Gordon invited Hugh McVeagh from Belfast to Huntly in 1737.  
mid 18th 
century 

From the mid 18th century, the spinning was mainly done on a spinning wheel, which 
could be found in every household in Huntly.  

1754 The production of linen was worth £40,000 annually. 
late 18th 
century 

Bogie Bridge: the successful Stephen’s Mill and dyeworks. The official name was the 
Strathbogie Woollen Company but called Stephen’s Mill after the owner, the Stephen 
family.  

1783  The production of linen was risen to £90,000 worth, 1/5 of the total production of 
Scotland. 

1794 In 1794, The Duke George, Marquis of Huntly, elder son of Alexander, 4th Duke, 
approached William Forsyth (textile factory at the Square) for a tartan like that of the 
42nd but with a yellow stripe interwoven. It became the design of the Gordon 
Highlanders tartan. The ‘Gordons’ wear the same tartan to the present day.   

1819 In 1819, after McVeagh died, one of his employees, Charles MacDonald took over who 
later passed the business over to his sons, George, Charles and James MacDonald.  

 
100 years 
after 
McVeagh 
came to 
Huntly 

 
6 April 1832 Thomas Brander, Huntly writes to his brother in Nova Scotia: "William Yets 
(?),Weaver was once intending to go out this year [..to America..]. He advertised his 
houses for sale but he has not got them sold yet and his Mother being very poorly in 
health has made him defer it for some time, yet he intends to go as he is desirous of 
getting a farm, a thing that can't be got here for a ransom......I suppose he will now go to 
the Canadas as Badenoch and other friends will be there before him." 
 
28 February 1834 George Brander, Huntly to brother in Nova Scotia 
"Farming here is like all other businesses. It is at a stand. The people is all going to 
America and they are taking away all the money from this place to your country. They 
are flocking from all parts of this country to yours. What will become of this here place 
when all the money is gone..........There is a great many houses in this town for sale but 
no persons to buy them for want of money, it is so scarce." 
[Hard times in Huntly. Economic exodus to N America] 
 
28 April 1835 "The [Aberdeen]Shire is going to Savannah for cotton" 
[An Aberdeen ship which sailed twice a year to Halifax, Nova Scotia with up to 30 
passengers from the northeast, and usually brought back timber to Aberdeen from NS  
....but this time it was obviously unusual enough, or a new trend, worth mentioning in the 
letter. ....proof of new cotton industry impacting NE Scotland....beginning of end for linen 
trade, and for the Scottish flax-thread-linen industry?] 
 
19 March 1836 George Brander, Huntly to brother in Nova Scotia 
"There is not but one flax dresser here. William Dawson, he is always asking if there be 
any word from you. He is always speaking of coming  
out to America. He has very little work for there is hardly an old wife getting any spinning 
here now. I think it is best to go to America. The people that we are sending the letters 
with [...local emigrants to carry letters from Huntly on their voyage to Canada...] is the 
names of Stephen from Rothes, brother, son and daughter of Frances Stephen at the 
Bridge of Boggie [...almost certainly of the family of Stephen's Mill...] " 
 
25 July 1841 from William Dawson in Huntly to old friend Brander in Nova Scotia 
"Boston is a fine place and I liked it weal. I worked upwards of 20 weeks at a dollar and 
a half per day. We lived like lords. I travelled in search of work to New York and Albany 
where I heard there was some, but when I went they were not taking any hands in and 
as I promised I came back to Scotland with a view of going to America again. At present 
there is not another heckler in Huntly. I should like very much to come and settle beside 
you but I am rather poor. I have sent you a small heckle as a present and am giving 
your father a large one to send you at less than a fourth of its price" 
 
18 August 1843 George Brander in Huntly to brother in Nova Scotia 



"William Dawson, your old shipmate, has his best respects to you. He is always 
speaking about America. He would like to go out but the want of money makes many a 
one stop here that would be gone out. He is doing something at the Flax. He sells tea. 
People can hardly make a living here now." 
 
2 March 1847 George Brander in Huntly to brother in Nova Scotia 
"Your old friend William Dawson Flax Dresser is always getting on. He is always 
speaking about going to America but his family is getting too large and he has no 
money. 2 families has sold their property at present and going out to the Canadas. They 
are shoemakers. This has been a very bad year for them. The people cannot get meat. 
 
5 Sept 1862 Ann Brander in Huntly to Uncle in Nova Scotia 
"Your friend William Dawson does not hackle any flax now. He buys old rubbish at sales 
so he has a kind of pawnbroker's shop. He has not very much to live on. Two of his 
daughters died some time ago............I wish you would stop fighting in America for bye 
and bye we will not get a sark for our backs the cotton is turning so dear that we will 
have to go without one and I don't know how I would like to be without one." 
[American Cicil War disrupting transatlantic cotton trade, so price of clothes in Huntly & 
everywhere sky-rocketing] 
 
29 Dec 1864 Ann Brander in Huntly to Uncle in Nova Scotia 
[having recently been forced to give up running her own school] 
"I have been preparing work for a sewing machine since July but the work is done for 
the season. It was flannel shirts for merchants in Aberdeen. 5 or 6 girls were working at 
the shirts. I was fore-woman. Miss Wilkie did the machine work. We made many a 
hundred dozen. We made two dozen in the day."..... 
"Willie Dawson is always pretty hard up. He has got a shop now in the end of his house. 
He is a kind of pawnbroker and goes to al the roups and buys old rubbish." 
 
21 Aug 1866 William Brander (donor of the Library) in Huntly to Uncle in Nova Scotia 
"[Older sister] Ann is presently at the shirt making, along with nine other girls. They 
make about 3 dozen in the day." 
 
4 Sep 1890 Ann Brander to Uncle in Nova Scotia 
"Did I tell you before that your friend Wiliam Dawson died some time ago." 

1872 In 1872, William Spence started the company named after himself and he worked with 
large workforce of several hundred home knitter of gloves and socks. These so called 
‘outworkers’ were provided with wool by Spence, who later would collect the finished 
goods.  

1878 Around 1878, (±140 years after McVeagh came to Huntly to improve the linen industry) 
William Spence invested in machineries from  Harrison’s of Manchester. 

1908 In 1908, the dye works were taken over by Mr Castell who had been the manager for 
the previous seven years.  

1910 Spence had built the granite building as we can see it now. Over the 80 years that 
followed, 35,000 square feet were added to the original building. The business grew and 
the name ‘Spence’ became wellknown for its quality goods.  

±1940 The Dyeworks closed when Mr William Castell left to fight in the Second World War and 
the building was demolished when the intake for the new sewer was installed.  

1954  Stephen’s mill produced its last cloth in 1954  
1979 When Charlie Brander retired in 1979, the last water-powered mill in the Huntly was 

closed. Unfortunately, the mill has since been demolished.  
1993 n 1993, after several restarts and 250 years after McVeagh came from Belfast, the 

Spence factory finally closed down.  
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