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TEXTILE TOWNS

Spitalfields

Named for the fields that surrounded the 
Augustinian priory, the ho-‘spital’ of St Mary, 
Spitalfields originated in 1197 but was still barely an 
independent parish at the beginning of the 17th 
century. It was the rebuilding in the aftermath of 
the Great Fire of London in 1666 and the 
proximity of the French protestant ‘church of the 
strangers’ in Threadneedle Street that enabled 
Spitalfields to become the centre of the English silk 
industry throughout the 18th century.  
 
Even before the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes 
in 1685, the religious persecution of the French 
Huguenots had become increasingly severe. They 
sought refuge in protestant countries where they 
could worship and ply the arts of their trade in 
silks and precious metals. Queen Elizabeth I had 
offered protection to the French Protestants in 
the wake of the St Bartholomew’s day massacre in 
1572, inviting ‘artisan strangers’ to England with 
great success, so London was a natural choice for 
the new intake of ‘distressed strangers’. Between 
1670 and 1710 it is estimated that between 50,000 
and 80,000 Huguenots fled France, more than half 
of them coming to England, and more than half of 
those settling in London. There had been silk 
weavers, mostly ribbon makers, in Spitalfields since 
the mid-17th century so it was natural to set up 
workshops where skills were already in place. The 
majority of the Huguenots were from Lyons and 
Tours, the heart of the French silk industry, where 
they produced valuable silks in fine designs at the 
best quality. Most of their professional secrets and 
techniques were closely guarded, that is until the 
Huguenots were so cruelly betrayed. 

The British aristocracy and the burgeoning 
entrepreneurial classes had a thirst for French silks, 
and a fortune was spent on importing thousands of 
yards each year. Moralists disapproved of such 
ostentation; economists disapproved as it 
undermined British textiles, and the Crown fretted 
over lost revenues and smuggling.  
 
While it was only right to offer a sanctuary to the 
fleeing Huguenots, perhaps the opportunity to 
enrich the English silk industry whilst undermining 
the French might also have been irresistible! The 
strangers set up their looms to produce lustrings, 
velvets, brocades, satins, very strong silks known 
as paduasoys, watered silks, black and coloured 
mantuas, ducapes, watered tabies, and stuffs of 
mingled silk and cotton. Very quickly the 
deficiencies – such as the inability to make silks in 
sufficient width – in English silk production were 
remedied and Spitalfields was producing silks that 
would rival France’s finest. Despite this new era of 
success and prosperity, there were tensions. Many 
English weavers greeted the Huguenot refugees 
with suspicion, fearful that their hard-won prices 
would be undercut. Reductions in earnings and 
profits caused by unscrupulous practices and new 
technology were a recurring theme for riots. 
 
The golden age of Spitalfields was from 1690-1760 
when the silk industry was at the heart of fashion. 
Although cut and style were slow to change, new 
textile designs were highly coveted. Perhaps the 
most significant designer of the era, Anna Maria 
Garthwaite, was unusual not only because she was 
a woman, but because she was not of a weaving or 

Spitalfields background. She moved into the area in 
the late 1720s, self-taught and determined to 
succeed. In keeping with the taste of the era, her 
designs were floral, but as a well-educated woman 
with a brother in The Royal Society her designs 
were botanically accurate as well as stylish. 
 
The vicissitudes of fashion, availability of raw 
materials and the political climate all made silk 
weaving a precarious business, especially after 
mechanised looms became widespread. As the 
fashion for elaborate dress silks waned so did the 
industry. Hard times were exacerbated by brutal 
capitalism. Government restrictions on importing 
foreign silks were eroded during the 19th century, 
undermining the English silk weavers and forcing 
prices downward. It was the Cobden Treaty of 
1860 allowing free trade with France but with the 
caveat that all tariffs from imported silk goods 
would be lifted that dealt the fatal blow. From the 
day of the announcement almost every silk weaver 
in Spitalfields was made redundant except for those 
already inducted into the factory system. The 
industry that had employed hundreds of thousands 
of people for over two centuries was destroyed.  
  
By the time that Jack the Ripper stalked the streets 
where Spitalfields meets Whitechapel the silk 
weavers’ loom shops once so full of the clatter of 
independent production were long gone. Instead, 
slums and soup kitchens defined the area. In 1895 
Warner & Sons, the last significant silk weaving 
business moved its operation to Essex leaving only 
eleven elderly weavers still plying their looms in 
Spitalfields in 1931.••• Sarah Jane Downing A
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