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David Allan’s c.1785-1795 watercolour Edinburgh Milkmaid with Butter Churn was acquired by the National Galleries of Scotland in 2021 to great excitement. The painting depicts its titular milkmaid barefooted amongst the cobbled Edinburgh streets. She stands alone – posing with a self-assured hand on her hip, eyeing the viewer levelly with a slight smile at her lips – wearing a simple ensemble of white and blue cloth, and a checked apron. Allan produced many depictions of everyday life and working people in 1790s Edinburgh, but the particular significance of this painting lies in the racial identity of its subject. It is one of the earliest known portraits of a Black individual by a Scottish artist and evidences the racial and cultural diversity of eighteenth-century Edinburgh, as well as the city’s colonial links.
Allan’s Milkmaid serves as the cover image for Sally Tuckett’s recent monograph, Transatlantic Threads: an in-depth investigation into the significance of Scottish linen from the Act of Union in 1707, to the American Revolutionary War in the 1780s. For Tuckett, Allan’s painting exemplifies the widespread and everyday use of linen, specifically checked linen, in eighteenth-century Scotland. Yet the presence of Black individuals in Edinburgh also speaks to the wider themes of Tuckett’s book, namely, Scotland’s links to transatlantic trade and slavery, which, as Tuckett demonstrates, were deeply interwoven with linen’s production and consumption. Through six chapters, Tuckett convincingly argues for the ‘pervasive presence’ (p.3) of linen on both sides of the Atlantic. In doing so, she builds upon the work of scholars such as Alistair Durie but presents a more pressing case for the colonial significance of Scottish linen, as well as highlighting important perspectives in relation to enslaved people’s interactions with the textile. Tuckett’s study is based on deep engagement with the various written archives (such as the accounts of the Edinburgh-based British Linen Company, as well as plantation and shipping records), which she reads ‘along the bias grain.’ Drawing on the work of Ann Laura Stoler and Marisa Fuentes, Tuckett demonstrates how linen intersected with systems of ‘power and control’ and ‘labour and agency’ (p.6) in various ways across the Atlantic world.
Transatlantic Threads is predominately split into two halves, each focusing on one side of the Atlantic Ocean. The first considers the significance of linen to Scotland, and the second, across the Atlantic in the Caribbean and North America. Chapter One outlines the usage of linen across Scottish society – from the Highlands to the Lowlands, in both rural and urban communities, and from elite gentry to working tradespeople. Tuckett argues here that, far from being exceptional, the universal and ubiquitous nature of linen in Scotland was similar to that of the rest of Britain, Europe, and British Atlantic colonies. It is in Chapters Two and Three, though, that Tuckett demonstrates how important and unique linen’s production was to Scotland. Chapter Two examines how, in the context of the Jacobite threat, linen production was used as a form of social control and as a means to keep the poor occupied – particularly in the Highlands which was perceived as linked to insurgent Jacobitism. Chapter Three turns to linen production post-Culloden and considers the British Linen Company’s role in Atlantic markets. The chapter argues overall that linen production was fuelled by the British colonial project and was a key means to embed Scotland into the British nation and empire. Although Scottish elites – such as merchants and slave traders Richard Oswald and James Grant – were the primary financial beneficiaries of this, Tuckett also shows how all facets of society were implicated in the colonial trade.
Chapter Four turns more firmly to North America, and positions linen as both a ‘facilitator and passenger’ (p.96) of transatlantic trade. Tuckett writes evocatively here of the role of linen in physical transatlantic crossings – where the textile would have been used both in the sails of the ship, as well as in the clothing of the sailors and passengers. Through looking at the records of the Dove ship (which sailed from Greenock to Barbados, Antigua and Virginia in 1742) and Virginia merchant Alexander Henderson, Tuckett further outlines how linen was a staple of the colonial economy. Chapter Five builds upon some of the discussions of enslaved people’s interactions with linen in the preceding chapter, but here focusing specifically on the Chesapeake. Tuckett looks here at the individuals enslaved at Alexander Henderson’s Colchester tobacco store, arguing that enslaved people were the ‘last’ and ‘involuntary’ consumers of Scottish linen. She demonstrates how linen was a means of enforcing hierarchies within slavery: most often a reflection of an enslaver’s financial status and ‘personal whims’ (p.122). Despite this, through focus on two linen garments – a greatcoat belonging to man named Milford and a pocket belonging to a woman named Beck – Tuckett demonstrates how enslaved people might have had some agency their sartorial appearance, despite their ‘involuntary consumption’ (p.138).
Chapter Six sits somewhat apart from the rest of the book, taking a more object-centred material culture approach, rather than utilising archival records. Tuckett considers three objects that include linen in their construction – an embroidered valance showcasing Jacobite sympathies; a printed handkerchief containing evocative imagery relating the labour behind linen’s manufacture; and a mahogany chair with linen upholstery, revealing links to slavery through juxtaposition of wood and textile. This chapter is one of the most engaging and showcases the power of objects to tell diverse stories. Tuckett asserts here that material culture approaches help to combat ‘reliance on the written word’ (p.145) in the study of history. However, it could be argued that this chapter’s separation from the rest of the book positions material culture theory as still set apart from more traditional archival methods. More intertwinement of object analysis into the preceding chapters – or as vignettes in between – might have made for an even stronger case for objects as equally valuable source material. Likewise, more in-depth engagement with the visual material that Tuckett includes throughout the text – such as Allan’s Milkmaid – could have further supplemented her already rich study.
Overall, though, it is Tuckett’s meticulous engagement with the archive that is the strength of Transatlantic Threads. Through reading ‘along the bias grain’, compelling human stories of linen producers, traders and wearers emerge. Tuckett should be especially commended for her close and careful attention to the lives of women (particularly in Chapter Two) and enslaved people (in Chapter Five) – such as Janet Macarthur, a spinning mistress on the island of Lismore; Glasgow, a young enslaved boy living and working at a tobacco store in Colchester, Virginia; and Beck, an enslaved woman living beside him, with potential seamstress skills. 
Transatlantic Threads is a thorough and valuable book that will be of interest to economic, Scottish, Atlantic and art historians alike; and an important contribution to pressing and ongoing discussions surrounding Scotland’s role in the transatlantic slave trade and colonialism, more broadly. As Tuckett writes in her conclusion, the linen industry was key to positioning Scotland within the British nation and empire, and continued to contribute to Scotland’s wealth well into the nineteenth century. Even though cotton later superseded the production of linen, linen’s production methods and distribution markets were key to enabling cotton’s success. 




