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            Introduction

            A Long Tradition

         

         
            ‘To be human is to be involved with cloth.’

            Beverly Gordon, Textiles: The Whole Story

         

         Weaving is perhaps the most ancient craft of all; ever since early humans began interlacing branches for shelters to rest within and containers to carry food, we have been weaving. Sophistication in weaving is often taken as an indicator of a stable society since it takes free time and an ample supply of food to develop this basic craft into a weaving tradition. Until the days of mass production of textiles, cloth generally held a high place in global culture. Many countries around the world still produce their own distinctive textiles which hold a particular place in nations’ hearts. For hundreds of years, Ghana’s weavers have been making Kente, and for Ghanaians the colours in their distinctive silk and cotton fabric carry specific meanings. Japan has Yuzen silk, a cut velvet cloth usually reserved for kimonos, which has associations with emperors of the past. For Ireland, tweed communicates our story.8

         Weaving reached a very high standard in Ireland centuries ago. Cloth once served as currency to be exchanged for goods, or as a tribute to the High Kings and Queens of ancient Ireland. Ireland enjoys a year-round temperate and damp climate which results in superb pastures for agriculture. Traditionally, creating textiles went hand-in-hand with farming. Ireland’s first farmers began cultivating crops and growing flax for weaving linen around six thousand years ago. Early sheep were hairy and their fleece was relatively useless for creating yarn. The first woolly sheep were bred in ancient Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq) around four thousand years ago. Shortly afterwards, they arrived in Ireland and weaving with wool began. It never stopped. Though linen has a longer history in the country, it was wool that met the primary clothing needs of the Irish for centuries.

         
            
[image: ]Tweeds from Magee 1866 (left) and the unspoilt landscape close to their woollen mill in Donegal town.

            

         

         Although we have found countless objects which help to date our weaving tradition, textile archaeologists are hampered by the scarcity 9of cloth for study because textiles are so fragile and wool degrades very rapidly in alkaline conditions. A collection of items was recovered from the bogs of County Antrim in the early 1900s. Among them was a fragment of ancient plain weaving known as the Armoy cloth after the place in which it was found. Dating from about the eighth century BC, it is the oldest surviving cloth found in the country so far. But we know that weaving is much older than this fragment. The find shows that a form of heddle, the part which separates the warp yarn to allow the weaver to make patterns, was already in use.

         
            
[image: ]Traditionally, the artistry of Donegal tweed reflects its primary source of inspiration – the natural beauty surrounding the makers.

            

         

         Tweed is part of a larger culture of making that was core to Irish life for centuries. The early Irish textile industry was once well 10developed and spread across the country; it included raw materials such as flax and wool. The yarns were spun from them and from imported fibres such as cotton and silk. All manner of things were brought to a high standard to provide functional and luxury goods for home and abroad. Everything from marquees and tents for armies, to uniforms, sails, ropes and nets for boats were all exported from Ireland. Garments and accessories of every description – woollen cloaks, linen shirts, silk poplin ball gowns, hosiery and millinery – were all manufactured in the country. Entire areas formed a network of textile workshops and small factories, in which generations were employed. To say that Ireland has had a profound relationship with textiles is an understatement; it is part of who we are.

         Visitors to the Liberties area of Dublin may notice street signs such as Weaver’s Square and repurposed old buildings such as the Tenterhouse. The area was once a major textile hub. These vestiges are all that remain of the several hundred small textile factories and workshops that were in the area up until the mid-1950s. In the eighteenth century, whatever you needed for each stage of life – from christening gowns to wedding hats, from the mattress you slept on to the silk lining for your coffin – was all made in the Liberties. The history goes back even further than this.

         The Liberties area was associated with weaving before the Vikings’ arrival in Ireland, around 841. When excavation took place in nearby Dublin’s Wood Quay, the richness of the weaving culture of Viking Dublin was revealed by all manner of weaving equipment such as spindle whorls (for spinning) and beaters and combs, many of which 11were carved from bone and inscribed with runic script. Even now, digging foundations for buildings in the city can turn up a wealth of pieces related to weaving, dating back over a thousand years.

         
            
[image: ]One of the team of hand weavers in Studio Donegal, County Donegal, handweaving Donegal Tweed from pure wool yarn spun in their own mill.

            

         

         A trip around the country will reveal similar stories elsewhere. As the west of Ireland was the last sight of land for ships to the United States, it was where they stocked up on what was required for the journey. Cork’s textile industry also developed in part because of this strong trade in the fine, wide harbour of Cobh. Aside from functional 12weaving, on the luxury end, Irish silk poplin, handmade lace, and linen were of such quality that their market included the royal courts of Europe and the wealthiest people in the world.

         In nineteenth-century Limerick, the production of lace was on an industrial scale, and the county had one of the first assembly-line factories in the world – Taits clothing factory, the world’s largest clothing supplier.

         Until the late 1960s, the number of people who were employed in the textile industry was as high as twenty-five percent of the workforce. The days of manufacturing are largely over. What remains is a small group of makers who operate outside the mainstream. Their cloth is an artisan product, valued for its superb quality.

         The history of making tweed provides an attractive backstory and great design continues to carry it. The level of expertise behind Ireland’s sustainable production and the use of natural fibres are also integral parts of the appeal of Irish tweed.

         Donegal Tweed is one of the world’s most prestigious textiles and a rare survivor of the country’s venerable lineage of textiles. Though significantly less renowned than our musical and literary tradition, our native textiles are part of who we are as a people. Irish tweed tells the story of the island of Ireland itself.
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            Chapter One

            A Feel for Tweed

         

         
            ‘Pure wool Irish tweed is a sensual creation; it appeals to our tactile urges.’

            Vawn Corrigan

         

         Tweed is an adaptable fabric that offers warmth, insulation and a degree of weatherproofing. It is a relatively loose weave, beloved by designers for its drape, and by those who wear it for its ability to mould itself to the body without losing its shape. As a natural woollen textile, it has a breathable quality. Before the advent of high-performance fabrics such as Gore-Tex, it was considered optimum for outdoor wear for activities such as mountaineering, horse riding and golfing.

         Today we have numerous choices of fabrics. Our lifestyles have changed; we have public transport, cars and central heating. Irish tweed has got softer and lighter in response. The sorts of yarns, or threads, used in weaving have changed. While once it was most 14associated with outdoor clothing, its uses have expanded greatly. Stout and heavier tweeds are in demand, particularly for headwear, bags, coats and waistcoats, but the range is such that a designer may choose Irish tweed for even the lightest evening dress. It remains a casual cloth, unlike the sleek worsted wool fabrics you might recognise in formal suits. It has also become a firm favourite in homeware design, where it is prized for its durability and the wonderful textures it offers. The reason we choose tweed is primarily for the aesthetic. While some weaving is all about complexity, tweed has a kind of honest, simple appeal. Colour and texture are its two supreme features.

         TWEED’S ORIGINS

         The word ‘tweed’ is generally defined in dictionaries as a coarse woollen cloth handwoven along the western seaboard of Ireland, England and Scotland. Irish tweed has outgrown this definition; it is no longer coarse or necessarily handwoven.

         There is some confusion about the origin of the word. There is a river Tweed on the border between Scotland and England, which historically was the location for many textile mills; thus it was suggested that the cloth had been named after the river. However, it is generally agreed that the word came into use when an English clerk mistakenly recorded ‘tweel’ as ‘tweed’ in 1826. Tweel is the Scottish word for twill, a simple weaving pattern in common usage for several hundreds of years in Ireland and Scotland before this time.

         Despite similarities between the weaving traditions, Irish tweed is not of Scottish origin. It has had its own distinct and ancient path.15

         HOMESPUN AND TWEED

         Homespun is the forerunner of our modern tweed. The name gives the clue to its manufacture; the entire sequence which moved the wool from local sheep onto people’s bodies was carried out as a domestic craft. Making homespun cloth was so labour-intensive that people did not have extensive wardrobes as they currently do. In nineteenth-century Ireland, it would have been usual for many to have just two sets of clothing: one for everyday wear and one for ‘Sunday best’.

         
            
[image: ]Richly textured pure wool tweeds created by Magee 1866.

            

         

         16Girls’ skirts were made with folds to be let down as they grew, the seats of men’s trousers were looser for working and everyone’s clothes were patched to ensure that they lasted as long as possible. Irish people’s everyday clothing was made from homespun cloth for centuries. It was so ubiquitous that the terms ‘homespuns’ and ‘clothes’ were interchangeable.

         The primary difference between homespuns and contemporary tweed lies in the yarns used to weave the cloth. In wool terms, the word ‘handle’ refers to the feel of the wool. The year-round damp in Ireland means that the breeds of sheep which thrive best produce coarse handle fleece more suited to household insulation or carpets than wearable garments. Homespun was a rough fabric made from this fleece. The practice of bringing other breeds from different countries and importing softer handle wools to combine with local wool has been ongoing for well over a hundred years. Contemporary Irish garment tweed is softer than homespun and early tweed. The texture may come as a surprise; there is nothing scratchy or stiff about it. It has a delicious yielding quality. The feel of one hundred percent Irish tweed cannot be replicated by artificial fibres.

         THE RAW MATERIAL

         Every metre of tweed begins with a sheep grazing on a field or hillside. Once sheared, their fleece is the natural, versatile raw material for weaving. The sorts of fleeces we use have changed over time in an effort to get a softer handle. To get the right balance of softness and structure lambswool may be combined with adult wool from various sheep breeds. When fleeces from different sheep are combined it is termed crossbred wools. This is the most common sort of yarn used in today’s Irish tweed. When you see ‘Irish wool’ on a label it may refer to Irish-spun wool, rather than wool of one hundred percent Irish origin. Irish wool continues to be important in tweed; it has the character that softer wools, such as merinos, lack. Although the prices that it fetches do not incentivise its production, there is a resurgence of interest in the traceability and provenance of wool, which has led to a rise in interest in Irish wools, as will be seen later.17

         
            
[image: ]Men from Bonmahon Copper Mines in Waterford showing woollen textiles and caps in everyday menswear at the start of the twentieth century.18

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Working with pure Irish wool at Cushendale Woollen Mills, in County Kilkenny.

            

         

         CARDING AND SPINNING YARNS

         While technology has altered over the years, the essential steps which go into making a woollen yarn for weaving tweed remain unchanged. Bales of one hundred percent natural raw wool are taken in and the 19wool is opened and scoured. Scouring means cleaning and preparing. After this it may be dyed, washed and dried, and oiled before teasing to open out the fibres. The wool is then carded to align the fibres and ready it for spinning. Carding is rather like brushing hair; the addition of oil stops the wool from snapping. After carding the wool is so light and soft it most resembles strings of candyfloss.

         Carding readies the fleece for spinning. Archaeological digs show that spinning yarns using drop spindles predates the use of the spinning wheel. Once their use was established, spinning wheels scarcely changed through the centuries.

         
            
[image: ]Before machinery, carding was done by hand using two paddles rather like flat hairbrushes. To ease the tedium, sometimes there were ‘carding parties’ where people would card together while chatting and singing songs.

            

         

         In Ireland, spinning was usually women’s work within the home. 20When there were large families to clothe, the spinning wheels were seldom still. Consequently, the image of women at their spinning wheels became something of a romantic symbol of Ireland in the nineteenth century.

         A machine for spinning with more than one spindle at a time, known as the Spinning Jenny, came to Ireland in the eighteenth century. Machine spun (millspun) yarns have a more even tension and are less likely to snap when weaving. The attendant costs of transporting wool to mills put it out of the reach of many rural people who practised weaving as a domestic craft. The use of the spinning wheel for creating tweed had largely been abandoned by the middle of the twentieth century. Once millspun yarns were used, the term homespun no longer accurately described the cloth.

         Hand-carding and spinning are so time-consuming that they are now seldom done outside of the spheres of fibre art, for the creation of highly individualised small pieces, or as a heritage hobby.

         Weaving yarns need to be stronger and more elastic than knitting yarns, and so are usually single-ply (single strand), while knitting yarn is two-ply (double strand). The techniques used to create yarn for weaving will create very different results.

         Typically, uniforms and classic formalwear suits are made of worsted wool fabric; if you run your hand over worsted fabrics you will find them slick to the touch. This is because the yarns for worsteds are combed so that the fleece fibres all run in the same direction. In most European countries ‘worsted’ yarn is known as ‘combed’ yarn.

         In contrast, for Irish tweed yarns, some of the wool fibres are arranged in a random orientation. This technique also traps in more air, giving tweed great insulating properties without being heavy. Irish tweed is, therefore, not a smooth, flat fabric.21

         
            
[image: ]Irish women at their spinning wheels was once such a common sight that there are countless such depictions to be found in vintage illustrations and postcards. The long strands of flax on the distaff of the wheel tell us that the woman is spinning linen yarn. The title ‘Barney’s Blarney’ refers to the belief that kissing the Blarney stone in Cork conveyed the ability to charm with words, the ‘gift of the gab’.

            

         

         
22WARPING AND WEAVING

         The two basic components of any sort of weaving, from rustic basketry to the finest silk, are known as the warp and the weft. Irrespective of whether the weaver uses a hand loom or a machine, every weaving project from the plainest to the most elaborate begins the same way.

         
            
[image: ]This spinning mule from the early 1900s in Cushendale Woollen Mills is the oldest of only three spinning mules still in operation in Ireland. Philip Cushen (pictured here) from the mill explains: ‘Using a spinning mule creates a semi-worsted feel to the yarn so that it most closely resembles the drawn fibre feel of handspun yarn.’

            

         

         The yarns which will remain stationary are fastened lengthways; this is known as ‘warping the loom’. The warp must be stable and 23strong because its active partner, the weft, will be interlaced in an over-and-under sequence to create the material.

         VARIOUS WEAVING PATTERNS

         In the 1950s an excavation of a Passage Tomb in Fourknocks, County Meath unearthed a pottery food vessel that contained imprints of a woven cloth. Based on this discovery, we understand that the patterns that are still used in Irish tweed date back to Neolithic times (c.1600 BC). The patterns of Irish tweed are relatively simple, yet an almost limitless variety of cloth can be created. The way that the weaver sets up their loom and ties up their chosen yarns before they begin is what dictates the sorts of designs that can result from the dance between the active weft and the stationary warp. The weaver’s choices around colour combinations and the diameter of the yarns they use in the warp and the weft expand these possibilities.

         
            
[image: ]Worker at the warp in Foxford Woollen Mills, County Mayo, which was founded in 1892.24

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Pure wool yarns dyed, spun and woven into a plain weave pattern. Created in Kerry Woollen Mills, the eighteenth-century mill in County Kerry, for Hanna Hats, Donegal. It is known as salt ’n’ pepper tweed because of the contrasting colours.

            

         

         PLAIN OR TABBY WEAVE

         A plain weave, which is also known as a tabby weave and a ‘one and one’, is the simplest of the weaving patterns. You will see it around you in cloth that is often used for shirts. It has a basic criss-cross pattern rather like a checkerboard. It is called ‘one and one’ because every time the weft goes over the yarn its next step is to go under. In Ireland, the use of a dark weft against a light-coloured warp is known as salt ’n’ pepper tweed. This is perhaps the oldest traditional Donegal Tweed pattern. Its name derives from the fact that it was commonly created using a combination of either undyed dark wool or wool dyed dark, with undyed white wool.25

         TWILL

         As you might guess from the fact that the word tweed derives from twill, it is the most common weave for tweed. Twill is a very popular weave for strong fabrics. You will see the twill pattern on denim and recognise it by its diagonal ribbed surface. Twill can be so subtle that the cloth seems plain unless viewed closely; if the thickness of the yarn is increased the pattern is exaggerated for a more extrovert look. Broken twill is the term used when the pattern is interrupted for variety.

         
            
[image: ]Extracts from textile artist Terry Dunne’s notebook on how to set up a hand loom for weaving a twill tweed pattern, known as two-by-two. Herringbone, seen on the right, is a twill variation or a broken twill pattern. It derives its name from its similarity to a fish skeleton.

            

         

         
26VARIATIONS

         There are myriad variations on primary tweed patterns that chiefly involve changes in scale and colours. An example is the very familiar houndstooth tweed. It is a ‘four and four’: four yarns of light colour are followed by four yarns of dark colour so that it creates its distinctive pattern. The name derives from its similarity to a dog’s tooth.

         Overlaying a chequered pattern in a smaller size can make the fabric appear monochrome until viewed up close, whereas when it is scaled upwards the broad paths of intersecting colour create visual fields of surprise. Plaid is the word used to describe checks and these can be used so sparsely that they simply introduce thin intersecting lines of colour, or densely so that the fabric is full of cubes of different colour. Window-pane patterns, like the name implies, are frames of colour which often contain a more neutral base colour.

         FINISHING

         Irish tweed’s ability to keep its shape is due to expert finishing, which ‘sets’ the fabric. During the finishing process, the fabric is carefully pre-shrunk to stabilise it and to achieve the desired thickness. From the thirteenth century, local mills (known as fulling mills) offered finishing using a simple water-powered box container with large wooden blocks that pummelled the wet cloth. This replaced the exhausting work of kicking the wet fabric to-and-fro (usually men’s work), known as ‘waulking’. Today, this first phase of finishing the tweed is called wet-finishing, and it takes place in machines resembling giant washing machines.27

         
            
[image: ]Hanna Hats’ tweed cap, featuring herringbone tweed from Kerry Woollen Mills.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Foxford Woollen Mills’ pure wool wrap in a classic black-and-white houndstooth tweed, coupled with a tweed handbag featuring a smaller houndstooth, woven in a check pattern.28

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Here, a pure wool Irish tweed from Avoca weaving mill, County Wicklow, features a combination of a herringbone pattern with a bold over-pattern of broad checks.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Handwoven vintage tweed from The Weavers Shed, Kilmainham, Dublin.

The image on the left shows the tweed before milling.

            

         

         29In some tweeds you may notice a degree of felting of the surface; this is from milling, an extended wet-finishing process, in which a controlled amount of friction is applied to the surface of the cloth when it is wet. Milling makes the fabric more weatherproof and more stable for harder wear.

         
            
[image: ]Tweed has a natural fuzzy surface, although this can be smoothed by shaving, or cropping, during the dry-finishing process if a smoother look is desired.

            

         

         Originally, damp homespun would have been rolled up tightly so that it kept its shape to some degree. Now, the dry-finishing processes include the application of heat in controlled conditions, such as a purpose-made dry room. Permanent pleats remain in a fabric unless it is subjected to a greater temperature than that which was used to set them; the same principle applies to tweeds; they too will keep their shape unless exposed to higher temperatures than those used in the 30finishing process. ‘Raising’ is a process that brushes the surface of the tweed to encourage the natural fleecy softness of the fibres. The number of times this is done dictates how fluffy the resultant fabric will be.

         DONEGAL AND HARRIS TWEED

         
            
[image: ]Donegal Tweed is not monochrome. It has a lustre to it, created by multiple flecks of contrasting colour, sometimes as many as ten different colours, against a base tone. This lively colour effect has been described as viewing the landscape through mist. The little points of colour may resemble wildflowers set against dark bogland or glimpses of heather over cloudy mountainscapes, such as in the landscape pictured right.

            

         

         DONEGAL TWEED

         Donegal Tweed takes its name from the place where it originated; the dramatically beautiful region in the northwest of the country. This region has had a strong weaving tradition for hundreds of years and Donegal remains the heartland of our national cloth.

         Originally, when tweed yarns were produced by hand, little wads of wool would ball up and these little burrs would resist the base colour dye or take it differently, resulting in a flecked appearance. The mark of homespun tweed was this flecked look and it gave the fabric interest. Today, this effect is widely emulated. It is created by feeding in differently coloured burrs of wool during the carding process.31

         
            [image: ]

         

         
32HARRIS TWEED

         Donegal Tweed shares the world stage alongside another famous tweed, Harris Tweed from Scotland. Clò-Mòr, the original Gaelic term for the tweed, was first referred to as Harris Tweed in 1840 when the Countess of Dunmore recognised the potential of the cottage industry to uplift the fishing communities of the Hebridean islands. In this regard it has a parallel with Irish tweed as will be seen later. Harris Tweed is protected by a trademark which stipulates that every process must take place on the island (carding, spinning, dyeing, weaving and finishing). It is handwoven, and the looms are powered by foot pedals rather like on bicycles. The advantage of a trademark is that the islanders have been able to hold on to their industry. By building the brand of Harris Tweed, and having government support and protection for it, four hundred islanders in the trade can rely on it for their livelihoods.

         
            [image: ]

         

         In contrast, Donegal Tweed has become a generic term describing tweeds with flecks of colour. It may be termed Donegal Tweed even if it is made elsewhere. The Italians produce world-class textiles 33and many Italian mills produce ‘Donegals’, as do German and Portuguese mills. It is a compliment, but it is also frustrating. For the Irish tweed enthusiasts these imitations are easily spotted. They are have been described as flatter and duller than the real thing. The expertise and processes are not the same and real Donegal Tweed remains a superior product.

         
            
[image: ]A suit from Kevin & Howlin, Dublin, made using Donegal Tweed woven in Donegal from pure wool spun in Donegal Yarns. Opposite: The bale of pure wool in Donegal Yarns shows the differently dyed pure wool.

            

         

         Lorna Macaulay, Chief Executive of the Harris Tweed Authority, observes the differences between the Harris Tweed industry and the Donegal Tweed industry:34

         
            ‘Ireland does craft so well. I recognise that in relation to Irish tweed your government bodies haven’t yet taken the steps of protection that we have; we get enormous support to protect Harris Tweed, but I do feel that there is a real pride in Ireland.’

         

         The question of protecting Donegal Tweed with a trademark has been circulating for a long time. The Design and Crafts Council of Ireland (DCCoI) is currently working with Mairéad McGuinness, Vice President of the European Parliament, to get the same protection for Donegal Tweed that other regional products enjoy. This has already happened with food products, for example the Waterford blaa, the white bread roll associated with County Waterford. There is a downside to trademarking Donegal Tweed: the concept of authenticity, which implies something with fixed and demonstrable qualities, can be somewhat confining. Irish tweed makers are hopeful of establishing their ownership of the name Donegal Tweed while still enjoying a degree of flexibility about which yarns are used and whether the tweeds are handwoven or power-loomed.

         IRISH TWEED – HANDWOVEN OR POWER-LOOMED?

         Creating textiles has always been hard physical work, which is why it was mechanised so early. Machines have been in use in Ireland from the late 1800s. These early power looms usually had cast-iron components and were driven using belts and pulleys turned using the energy from rivers harnessed by mill races. Diesel engines followed 35and sometimes worked in tandem with hydropower up until Irish rural electrification began in 1949. Today the vast majority of Irish tweed is power-loomed. Sophisticated and costly machines are driven by electricity and green energy. The misconception that power-looming textiles is as easy as flicking a switch and out pops fabric is quickly corrected on a mill tour. The machines are complex and using them requires a great deal of training and specialist knowledge.

         
            
[image: ]One of the mill team in Foxford Woollen Mills working on the creel of the warping machine, picking up a broken warp thread and making a weaver’s knot. Warping on a power loom, the procedure which precedes every weaving project can take as long as two days.

            

         

         36Despite the availability of machinery, hand weaving maintained a central role in the story of Irish textiles. In Europe, weaving skills had largely moved out of the home entirely by the late 1800s. But in Ireland the existing domestic tradition was developed further into a strong home industry for regions with poor land and high unemployment from this period onwards. Hand weaving continued to be supported right up until the late 1960s. The majority of the country’s hand weavers are based in Donegal, the region where tweed was brought to its zenith in the nineteenth century, and where it has continued in unbroken line through the generations.
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