The Textile Industry in Bradford

Bradford was once Britain's fastest growing industrial city. Over the first half of the 19th century, Bradford was transformed from a small market town into the woollen textile capital of the world. A beautiful green dale became a landscape dominated by huge mills and smoking chimneys. Bradford was nicknamed 'Worstedopolis' because the district grew rich making 'worsted', a fine wool fabric used in top quality clothing.

 

The story of Bradford's textile industry begins in the Middle Ages when Bradford began to hold a weekly market where people could buy and sell cloth. Each week raw wool was bought at the market and carried back to farms and cottages across the district. Whole families would card (straighten and separate the fibres), spin and weave the wool by hand into cloth. This cloth would then be taken back to market and sold for a profit.

 

During the first half of the 19th century, the Industrial Revolution transformed this cottage industry into big business. A surge of new inventions meant that it was suddenly possible to do the work of carding, spinning and weaving with machines. This made the process of making cloth faster and cheaper.  But the machinery was large and needed to be housed in mills.

 

The earliest textile mills were adapted from water-powered corn mills. When textiles became industrialised and steam power took over from water mills, these sites became the first factories, but they were still called mills.

 

Thousands of people flocked to Bradford to find work in the textile mills and Bradford became one of the most important industrial cities in the world with trade links that reached around the globe.

 

Bradford's population rose from just 13,000 people in 1800 to over 103,000 by 1850. This enormous increase was caused mainly by people moving into the town to work in the new textile mills.  Cheaply built housing for these mill workers was cramped and sanitary conditions were often appalling. The situation was so awful that in 1840 the average life expectancy was a mere 18 years of age. 

 

Many millworkers were children and their treatment was compared to the slave trade. However with the introduction of acts such as the 1833 Factory Act (which reduced the working day to 9 hours for children under 12) the situation steadily improved. The city continued to grow. By the beginning of the 20th century Bradford supported over 350 mills and a large population of 288,000 with communities of immigrant workers from across England, Ireland and Europe. 

 

In the 20th century, Bradford continued to produce textiles in huge quantities but the industry was in decline due to changes in fashion and foreign competition. During the 1970s the mills were reportedly closing at the rate of one per week. Many machines were sold off cheaply overseas to countries such as Egypt, India and Thailand. Between 1978 and 1981, 16,000 textile and engineering employees were made redundant in Bradford.  By the 1980s, a city once famous for dealing with 90% of the world's wool trade faced unemployment on a massive scale.

 

Today, computer technology and communications have led to another revolution in the workplace. Manufacturing industries have been replaced by service industries. Old mill buildings found new life as housing, museums and galleries and the base for digital and electronic industries.
