
The Weaver’s Trade tells the long, complex and ultimately resilient story of weaving in Britain, 
tracing its journey from medieval craft to industrial powerhouse, through collapse and 
reinvention, and into a twenty-first-century landscape defined by specialism, design excellence, 
sustainability and innovation. 

 

The book opens with a single mill: A.W. Hainsworth in Pudsey, West Yorkshire. Founded in the 
late eighteenth century and still operating as one of the UK’s few remaining “vertical” mills, 
Hainsworth embodies the broader history of British weaving. Once surrounded by dozens of 
competitors, it now stands alone, producing specialist fabrics ranging from ceremonial military 
cloth and billiard baize to technical and fire-retardant textiles. Its survival illustrates a central 
argument of the book: although British weaving has dramatically contracted in scale, it remains 
economically significant, culturally vital and globally respected. 

 

Weaving has been central to the British economy for over a millennium. Initially a domestic 
craft, largely undertaken by women, it was transformed around the year 1000 by the arrival of 
the horizontal treadle loom, which increased productivity and profitability. By the thirteenth 
century, woollen cloth had become the backbone of the English economy, sustaining national 
wealth for six hundred years. England exported raw wool across Europe, while gradually building 
a powerful domestic cloth-making industry. Successive waves of skilled migrants — from 
Flanders, Holland and later France — brought new techniques, fibres and designs, notably 
worsteds and silks, enriching British textile culture. 

 

By 1700, wool textiles accounted for a quarter of all English manufacturing output, employing as 
much as a quarter of the population. The Industrial Revolution accelerated this dominance. 
Inventions such as the spinning jenny, water frame and steam engine transformed weaving from 
a cottage craft into a mechanised, capital-intensive industry. Northern England and Scotland, 
rich in coal, water power and transport infrastructure, became global centres of production. 
Towns such as Bradford, Burnley, Leeds, Manchester, Paisley and Hawick grew rapidly, earning 
Britain its reputation as “the workshop of the world.” 

 

Alongside technical innovation came a distinctive British commitment to design. Nineteenth-
century government interventions established art and design schools, museums and systems 
of copyright protection, encouraging manufacturers to invest in creativity. Institutions such as 
the Yorkshire College of Science (later the University of Leeds) and Bradford Technical College 
trained generations of designers, chemists, engineers and managers, embedding education into 
the fabric of the industry. 

 

The twentieth century, however, brought profound disruption. Two world wars, global 
depression, the collapse of empire, shifting fashions and the rise of low-cost overseas 
manufacturing devastated British textile production. Mills closed by the thousands; skills were 
lost; entire communities were hollowed out. By the late twentieth century, Britain’s share of the 
global textile trade had fallen to less than one percent. 



 

Yet weaving did not disappear. Instead, it adapted. The book shows how survival depended on 
abandoning volume production and competing instead on quality, specialisation, flexibility and 
service. Family firms consolidated, invested, and repositioned themselves at the luxury and 
technical ends of the market. Heritage, storytelling and provenance became assets rather than 
liabilities. 

 

This transformation is illustrated through detailed case studies. Johnstons of Elgin, founded in 
1797, pioneered the commercial weaving of cashmere in the nineteenth century and today 
remains a global leader in luxury textiles, blending traditional skills with contemporary design 
and sustainability. The Sudbury Silk Mills demonstrate how silk weaving — once thought 
obsolete — has survived through bespoke production, historic restoration, and close 
collaboration with designers, architects and fashion houses. 

 

Luxury alone, however, is not the whole story. The book devotes significant attention to 
technical textiles — fabrics that operate largely unseen but are essential to modern life. British 
companies such as Heathcoat Fabrics, Arville Textiles and Camira design and manufacture 
materials used in aerospace, defence, medicine, transport and architecture. From parachutes 
that land rovers on Mars to camouflage fabrics, aircraft seating and fire-resistant equipment, 
these textiles demand extraordinary precision, reliability and trust. Their success rests on deep 
technical knowledge, continuous innovation and long-term relationships with clients. 

 

Equally important is the world of artist-weavers and hand-weaving, which has experienced a 
remarkable revival. Inspired by figures such as Anni Albers and traditions ranging from medieval 
tapestry to Bauhaus modernism, contemporary artists use weaving as a medium for 
abstraction, storytelling and political expression. The boundaries between art, craft and 
industry repeatedly blur, with individuals moving fluidly between commercial mills, 
independent studios and educational institutions. 

 

Education emerges as a recurring and urgent theme. Britain’s historic strength in textile 
education — supported by art schools, technical colleges and livery companies — is under 
strain. Reduced teaching hours, declining student numbers and skills shortages threaten the 
future workforce. At the same time, innovative courses, apprenticeship schemes, conferences 
and mentoring programmes continue to open pathways into the industry. The book argues that 
weaving today requires a wide spectrum of skills: design and drawing, chemistry and 
engineering, robotics, data analysis, marketing and management, as well as traditional craft 
knowledge. 

 

Sustainability is another defining challenge. The environmental cost of global textile production, 
especially fast fashion, has become impossible to ignore. British weavers, particularly those 
operating at the high-quality end of the market, are responding through traceable fibres, long-
lasting products, repair and mending services, recycled and bio-based materials, and rigorous 



certification schemes. While acknowledging that no industrial process is impact-free, the book 
presents weaving as an industry capable of leading thoughtful, incremental change. 

 

Throughout, the human dimension remains central. The book is filled with voices of weavers, 
designers, technicians, managers and educators — people whose identities are shaped by 
making cloth. Their stories reveal workplaces that are no longer dark, dangerous or 
monotonous, but technologically advanced, collaborative and increasingly humane. Pride in 
craft, loyalty to colleagues, and intergenerational knowledge continue to underpin success. 

 

In its final chapters, The Weaver’s Trade broadens its lens. Weaving is presented not merely as 
an industry but as a fundamental human practice — a way of thinking, structuring and 
understanding the world. From ancient looms to digital design software, from domestic craft to 
global supply chains, weaving remains a powerful metaphor for connection, resilience and 
interdependence. 

 

The book concludes on a note of cautious optimism. British weaving will never return to its 
nineteenth-century scale, nor should it try. Its future lies instead in doing fewer things better: 
producing fabrics that are beautiful, functional, sustainable and meaningful. In a world 
increasingly aware of how things are made — and at what cost — the values embodied by 
British weavers may prove not marginal, but essential. 


