‘A City Built of Wool’
Bradford is a vibrant, multicultural city, well known for its ethnic and religious diversity. People, have come to the area from across the United Kingdom and other countries, throughout the ages, mainly because of the local pre-eminence of wool and the production and sale of quality, woollen cloth. It was this which led to Bradford Dale progressively transforming from ‘wasteland’ (as described in the Domesday Book of 1086), into the thriving market town of Bradford in the 14th century and eventually into the bustling, wealthy, diverse, industrial city in the 19th and 20th centuries.

Early days
The first known occupiers of the Dale of the Broad Ford are believed to have been Saxon farmers; one of these, a man called Stenulf is known to have farmed the area in the 9th century. His homestead was in Tong, which is the Saxon word for farm. The sheep farmed in Bradford Dale and the surrounding areas, provided meat, but more importantly wool. This was spun into thread and then woven into cloth, for personal use, but also to sell. In the 15th century, King Edward IV granted Bradford the right to hold two annual fairs or markets, at which wool and woollen cloth could be sold.  

In 1331 (the time of Edward the III), Flemish weavers (from the countries now known as Belgium and Holland), were encouraged to migrate to Britain because they were accomplished in producing fine woollen cloth. More came at the time of the English Reformation in the 16th century and again in the 18th century. There is evidence that that they lived in Bradford’s Little Horton Green. They produced a fine worsted cloth (named after Worsted in Norfolk, where Flemish weavers first settled). This was very different to the home spun, coarser cloth produced around Bradford. Worsted was made from long, straightened and combed wool fibres, it had a finer, stronger and smoother finish. Bradford weavers soon learnt how to weave worsted and began to specialise in its production. As result by 1770 Bradford rivalled Norfolk as a centre of the production of such cloth.

The Industrial Revolution
By the 19th century, Bradford had exceeded every other area in the mass production of worsted, and the town was known as the worsted capital of the world or ‘Worstedopolis’ (a title coined by Bradford historian William Cudworth in 1888).  The production of cloth had been transformed from a cottage industry, involving families using spinning wheels and hand looms to produce cloth in their own homes, to a factory system, which allowed the production of worsted on an industrial scale. 

The manufacture and trade in worsted were aided in Bradford by the existence of local access to:
· soft water – essential for cleaning wool
· coal – a resource necessary to run steam-powered mills
· sandstone – a useful material for building mills, warehousing and homes for mill workers
·  a good canal network – allowing the export of finished cloth and the import of wool (including raw Australian merino wool, which produced high quality worsted cloth)
· an extensive railway network – ensuring good, fast transport links to other towns, cities and ports.

As the nineteenth century progressed, fashion favoured the use of worsted cloth, so it was in very high demand, particularly for men’s clothing. Consequently, throughout the 19th century (and into the 20th century), Bradford textile industrialists and inventors worked hard to develop new machines and methods of cloth production which both improved and increased worsted production.  

By 1836, there were 73 woollen mills in the Parish of Bradford and 2,738 power looms. By the 1850s around two thirds of England’s wool was produced in the city. At its most successful, Bradford’s woollen industry provided 70,000 jobs, employing one in three Bradford workers. At the turn of the century a local newspaper commented:

	“If we look around at our mills, our warehouses and our public buildings it needs no great 	effort to imagine that Bradford is built of wool…” (Bradford Observer 1900)

Trading places
The industrial production of worsted and other cloth meant that the use of the marketplace, originally in the vicinity of the present-day Cathedral, to buy and sell wool and ‘pieces’ of cloth, became impracticable; there just wasn’t enough room. As a result, a ‘Piece Hall’ where bolts of cloth could be traded was built. It opened its doors in 1773. In time this too became too small and probably was deemed not to be grand enough, for the needs of Bradford’s increasingly very wealthy mill owners. It was replaced by a new building, the Wool Exchange, in 1867. 

Entrepreneurs and workers in Victorian times
In 1798, Holme Mill, on Thornton Road, became Bradford’s first steam-powered mill; many more followed. The manufacture of woollen cloth and velvet (Manningham Mills, were the biggest producers of velvet in the world), alongside the rise of heavy industry, engineering and the incorporation of Bradford as a city in 1897, encouraged business and industrial entrepreneurs, alongside manual labourers and skilled workers, to come to Bradford.

The thriving wool trade in the 1830s, attracted well educated, wealthy Austrian and German wool merchants, some of whom were Jewish. The arrival and settlement of these migrants, led to Bradford later being described as ‘Little Germany’ by the Bradford author J B Priestley. The area (opposite the Cathedral) where most of the wool and worsted warehouses and offices were located, is still known by this name today.

Large numbers of immigrant workers came to Bradford from Ireland, many to escape famine (1845 – 1849). Although many found employment in the textile industry, they were also involved in building the canals, railways and buildings necessary to the industrial revolution. Most of these Irish immigrants initially settled around the Manchester Road area of Bradford.  They were not universally popular, and their settlement led to riots in 1848, when they were accused of ‘stealing’ the jobs of local workers.

Child labour was used in the mills, children started work as young as four years old and worked long hours, six days a week. They were seen by the mill owners as an important part of the workforce. Richard Oastler campaigned for an end to this ‘Yorkshire slavery’. He was instrumental in getting a restriction of 10 hours a day, placed on the employment of children and women. However, it wasn’t until the Bradford MP William Forster introduced the Education Act of 1870, that the employment of children in the mills began to decline and eventually ceased.

The 20th century 
After the Second World War, large numbers of European Voluntary Workers, from Italy and Eastern Europe were attracted to Bradford and found employment in the still booming textile industry. Many settled in Bradford making the city their permanent home.

In the 1960s and 1970s, mills and businesses actively encouraged people (particularly men) from the former British colonies, to move to England to work in the textile industries. The opening up of Commonwealth markets, particularly post Indian Independence in 1947, led to large numbers of migrant workers taking advantages of the opportunity to work in the UK. Many of those that came to Bradford, were born in the Mirpur region of Pakistan and the Indian Punjab. The main aim of most of these migrants was to earn enough to be able send money back home to their families, and to amass enough wealth to eventually return home themselves. 

The introduction of immigration laws in the UK, to limit the numbers of migrant workers coming into the country, led to many people attempting to ‘beat the ban’, resulting in family members joining the original male work force. The establishment of settled family units, resulted in the idea of workers returning to their homeland becoming a ‘myth of return’; economic migrants, effectively becoming desh pardesh (at home abroad), settlers rather than sojourners, adding to the multicultural nature of Bradford.

Decline and fall
The late 1970s saw the steady decline of the textile industry in Bradford, at least in the form which required mills, factories and large numbers of workers. The Telegraph and Argus newspaper reported that the mills were closing at the rate of one per week. Between 1978 and 1981, 16,000 textile and engineering employees lost their jobs. When the mills closed, many looms and other items of textile machinery were sold off to countries such as Egypt, India and Thailand.

The 21st century
Despite the closure of most of Bradford’s textile mills, the production of fine woollen cloth and velvet is not completely a relic of the past. Computer technology means that it’s alive and well and has led to another revolution in the workplace; the manufacture of cloth being more automated than in the past, managed by people, but controlled and driven by computers rather than a large human workforce. Consequently, Bradford still produces some of the most sought-after textiles in the world and the country’s premier Textile Society (established in 1893), still has its headquarters in the city.

Just as importantly, the multicultural, multifaith and multi-ethnic population continues to thrive in Bradford in the 21st century. Although not without its challenges, this diversity allows for positive, intercultural contact between Bradfordians, who may have different origins, but share a rich heritage, inextricably linked to the city’s proud claim to have once been Worstedopolis, the wool capital of the world, a city ‘built on wool’.


Activities 

Things to do and find out:
1. Using a map or a globe, chart the movement of people.
· from Belgium (Flemish weavers) to Bradford
· from Germany (wool merchants) to Bradford
· from Italy (European Voluntary Workers) to Bradford
· from Pakistan, India and the Caribbean (Commonwealth migrants) to Bradford.
2. Write a story about coming to Bradford from a faraway place and at a certain time e.g. the 16th century, the 19th century the 21st century. Describe your journey and what your first impressions were of the city. 
3. Find out more about the conditions in which children had to work in factories and mills. Write a description of a day in the life of a mill child in 1870.
4. Try weaving. Use a weaving card to create a colourful piece of cloth.

The British Wool Board has a range of online wool and weaving related activities https://www.britishwool.org.uk/learning/ 
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