Of tweed and the Tweed. 

For most people, tweed is a quintessentially “Scottish” cloth. But far fewer of us perhaps associate tweed’s heathery colours and subtly woven checks with the region that gives the fabric its name. In fact, tweed first emerged from the skilled hands of the weavers of a valley through which the slowly winding river Tweed cuts its way to the sea on the Scottish-English border. There is a long-standing—but entirely apocryphal—story that this familiar woollen cloth was first called ‘tweed’ after a London merchant misread the word ‘tweel’ (twill) on an invoice sent from north of the border. In fact, it is much more likely that ‘tweed’ was simply a piece of a canny marketing—a name that neatly identified the cloth with the particular valley in which it was produced. Throughout the Nineteenth Century, the border towns of Galashiels, Selkirk and Hawick were crowded with mills producing the finest quality woven wool. And these towns remain the centre of the Scottish woollen industry today—creating high-end designs and products with deserved international renown.  


The banks of the Tweed have long been known for its fine woven cloth. In 1608, regional textile skills began to be protected in the establishment of guilds like the Selkirk Weavers. And, by the middle decades of the Eighteenth Century, technical innovations such as indigo vat dyeing and water-driven looms meant that production shifted from traditional grey woollens to fabrics of finer quality and brighter, much more variegated, hues. The river Tweed, meanwhile, supplied power for the mills as well as plentiful quantities of soft water—essential for processing and finishing fine wool. The 1777 motto of the incorporated Galashiels manufacturers—“We dye to live, and we live to die”—suggests just how central to the region the industry had become. But Borders tweed perhaps received its greatest boost from a literary source. Sir Walter Scott—who lived on the banks of the Tweed at Abbotsford—celebrated the region’s traditional fabrics in his novels, particularly the distinctive black-and-white Shepherd’s Plaid, or ‘Maud’, which he himself wore. “In these charming fictions,” one Edinburgh magazine said of Scott’s Waverley novels, “he has given a tone to public taste in favour of the ancient fabrics of Caledonia, which his industrious neighbours on the Gala water have profited by more largely than the people of any other district.” While it was Scott who really made Borders tweed an item of fashionable attire, it was promoted by other Scottish literary figures as well. Novelist (and Borders’ shepherd) James Hogg, made a point of having a portrait painted wearing his black-and-white plaid, and, when one of Robert Burns’ female readers offered to send him a maud from the banks of the Tweed, Burns replied in verse that it was a garment he would be prouder to wear than any “imperial purple.” 


By the middle of the Nineteenth Century, tweed from the Tweed was a la mode all over Britain and beyond. At the Great Exhibition of 1851, several prominent Selkirk and Hawick manufacturers made a point of displaying traditional Shepherd’s mauds and lengths of finely-woven Borders’ check. In fashionable women’s magazines during the 1850s and 60s, Borders’ tweed was recommended as the best fabric for  “walking dresses—extremely warm and serviceable,” and guides to Victorian railways suggested the maud as an essential purchase for draughty train travel. While American visitors to Britain extolled the virtues of “a mode so warm, so pliant, so time-honoured and so sensible as the maud,” European writers also expressed their admiration for Selkirk’s merinos ecossais. This nineteenth-century French name for Borders’ tweed captures its essential contradiction: that while the design, processing and finishing of the cloth were all distinctively Scottish enterprises, the production of the raw fibre emphatically was not. The wool of local Cheviot and Border Leicester sheep was far too coarse to produce the fine, soft cloth for which the Tweed had become renowned, and so the fleeces of the new merino flocks of colonial Australia and New Zealand were imported for that purpose instead.


Like so many nineteenth-century textiles, then, Borders tweed is both domestic and colonial: one of those Victorian products that really brought the Empire home. So while Robert Burns may have celebrated the Borders’ maud as local, indigenous, and homely, by the middle of the nineteenth century it had become a garment with Scotland’s imperial legacy woven right through the heart of its fibres. And such global interconnections remain a feature of the fine fabric that is produced on the banks of the Tweed today. Hawick, for example, boasts Pringle, whose international brand revival has been sparked by Clare Keller’s innovative knitwear designs. But it is Selkirk that can perhaps still claim to be the centre of tweed on the Tweed. The town boasts a large number of designers and producers of high-end woollen products: established names like Locharron have found their home in Selkirk, and fresh new brands, like Hinnigan have established themselves in the town over the past decade. 

From  being a wholesale supplier of designer fashion—Vivienne Westwood, Ralph Lauren, and Paul Smith, for example—Locharron has now become a distinctive international brand in its own right. Its fine cashmere products are snapped up by an eager Italian market, while the worlds’ largest number of pipers—in Canada—are all kitted out in Locharron fabric. Company director, Peter Ogilvie, talks articulately about how the Tweed’s local textile industry has shifted to meet new niche market requirements. Locharron can now produce fine woollen cloth in extremely small batches (as little as seven metres), promising to match any colour scheme a customer requires. Hinnigan—established by husband and wife team, Brian and Anna—has also seen a similar shift from wholesale design to integrated brand.  While Brian’s uniquely structural, contemporary, and beautifully coloured tweeds are sought after by quality high-street names like Hobbs and Jigsaw, Anna has developed Hinnigan’s own retail identity in a shop that is now a popular feature of Selkirk’s pretty market square. During Scott’s Selkirk—a two-day celebration of the town’s Victorian associations with Sir Walter Scott—Selkirk comes alive with tweed, from old men with traditional Shepherd’s plaids flung round their shoulders, to young women wearing neatly tailored coats cut from Hinnigan’s cloth. From his shop and studio at the heart of the town, Brian Hinnigan demonstrates the workings of a nineteenth-century loom to interested visitors. “Tweed has always been at home in Selkirk,” he says. That doesn’t appear to be about to change.  
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Links:

Hinnigan 

http://www.hinnigan.net

Scott’s Selkirk

http://www.scottsselkirk.co.uk/

Locharron

http://www.lochcarron.com/

Pringle


http://www.pringle-of-scotland.com/
