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LANCASTER’S SAIL-CLOTH TRADE IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY. 

 

Margaret Robinson 

 

“At one time,” the Lonsdale Magazine informed its readers in 1820, “there were from five to six thousand 

pieces manufactured per week – here and in the vicinity, nearly nine hundred persons were employed in 

this manufacture.” The writer was describing the making of linen textiles, which in Lancaster at the turn of 

the century meant mostly sailcloth. By 1820, the industry was in rapid decline; the beginning of the 

industry, in contrast, was more hesitant, not to mention less well documented. 

 

At the beginning of the eighteenth century most sail canvas was imported, mainly from France and 

Holland. Considering that much of that canvas would enable the Navy to fight the never-ending wars with 

France, the Government’s determination to end British reliance on Continental canvas is understandable. 

Various forms of official encouragement were tried, usually by manipulating import and export duties, and 

by mid-century production of British sailcloth had multiplied several times over. Although Lancaster was 

not the largest producer of canvas in Lancashire (that honour goes to Warrington), people in this area had 

been spinning canvas yarn for the past one hundred years at least, although it was commonly used for 

lighter grade canvas than sailcloth.
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Production of all sorts of linen cloth increased in the 1720s, going by 

Lancaster’s raw material imports, though sailcloth making was still a minority interest. By mid-century, 

sailcloth manufacture was making all the running. 

 

Aside from the needs of the Navy, trade in general was booming from the 1740s. Lancaster’s West Indies 

trade used 30 ships in 1750. By 1800 it was 53, though the decline set in thereafter. On top of this, more 

coasters were needed to distribute the West Indian goods, and local ship-builders, notably George 

Brockbank, had full order books, which was good news for the sailcloth makers. By the 1770s, they were 

beginning to centralize production in manufactories. These were, at this date, simply rooms with a number 

of heavy sailcloth looms installed, and facilities for warp-winding and possibly starching. Even this level 

of organization needed capital, and ordinary weavers were not often so blessed. Looking at the 

manufactory owners, all were flaxmen, (suppliers of flax). Some combined this with the trade of 

flaxdressing, or preparing raw flax for spinning, and most put-out spinning and weaving to be done in 

workers’ homes, but all were suppliers first and craftsmen second, continuing to run the commercial and 

manufacturing sides of their businesses in tandem. 

 

This can lead to some confusion, since men who were sailcloth manufacturers from the 1770s appear 

under other descriptions in earlier years. For example, Richard Edmondson, sailcloth manufacturer in 

1779, was described as a flaxman in 1770 and a flaxdresser in 1764. In 1779 he was in partnership as 

Edmondson & Gardner, until the late 1780s, and in the early 1790s as Inman & Edmondson, with factories 

in Moor Lane and Leonardgate. He died in 1801, worth around £5000. In 1818, Edmondsons were still in 

business, in the Friarage. Although engaged in manufacture, Richard Edmondson was still supplying flax 

to firms who were not big enough to import from the Baltic on their own account. Edmondson was well set 

in that respect, since his partner, Robert Inman, was, among other things, a specialist Baltic merchant. 

William Jepson was another manufacturer who started out as a flaxman. He had a long career in the 

industry from 1759, retiring in 1801. His premises were in New Street in 1794, and a factory in Aldcliffe 

Lane.
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One manufacturer who started as a flaxdresser but went on to much higher things was Joseph Bell. His 

father, Daniel, was originally from Hawkshead, and after apprenticeship to Thomas Albright in Lancaster, 

set up business as a flaxman and flaxdresser in 1751/2 and took apprentices of his own. He died in 1760, 

while Joseph was an infant; his widow, Rebecca, married the oldest apprentice, but widowed again in 1775 

continued to run the business in Pudding Lane (now the lower end of Penny Street) on her own, insuring it 

for £700 in 1777. By 1781, Joseph, now 22 years old, joined her in the business, which was thriving, since 

he insured it for £1200. The establishment consisted of tools and stock in the workshop worth £250, and 

“in the Warehouse up the Yard” for another £250. Further quantities of stock worth £550 had to be housed 
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“in a Warehouse up Benjamin Brown’s Yard”, and the separate weaving shed in the Back Lane (now King 

Street) was valued at another £150. This success was not enough to keep him in Lancaster, however, and 

by 1786 he was in Whitehaven, in partnership with the Hornby brothers of Kirkham and John Birley, a 

member of the other major manufacturing family there. Since Joseph had not been apprenticed in 

Lancaster, it is possible that he had learned the business in Kirkham there and met his new partners. As 

Hornby, Bell & Birley they commenced sailcloth manufacture, and in 1809, Joseph Bell, in a new 

partnership with a Baltic merchant, built the large and imposing flax mill which still stands in Catherine 

Street.
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What were these early manufactories like, and what equipment did they contain? The earliest details 

surviving are the insurance valuations quoted above, but the earliest known sailcloth manufactory in 

Lancaster was in Moor Lane in 1775, where Dilworth & Morrison made sailcloth and twine.
3
 Sadly, no 

details are known. The next manufactory was in Skerton. It had been operated by John Kendal from at 

least 1781, and after his death, by his widow. She sold up in 1787, when the factory contained 14 weaving 

looms, several starching frames, a large double screw packing press, a calender (for finishing the surface) 

and a warping mill.
4
 A year later, an advertisement appeared for a manufactory, newly erected, on the 

corner of Aldcliffe Lane and Henry Street. It had been run by Dilworth & Morrison and was now to be 

sold on Morrison’s death in 1788. It had “a convenient and suitable Room for Twelve Long-Shade 

Spinners, a Large Room over it for Starching, also a very good Ware-Room”. The stock-in-trade consisted 

of “a Quantity of Undressed Flax, Bowked and Raw Yarn, a very good Calender and all their Implements 

for carrying on the said Business in an extensive Manner and also the Manufactury of Twine”.6 The 

factory was next occupied by William Jepson, up to 1801, and is also probably the factory run by Allman, 

Salisbury & Co., making sailcloth and cottons up to 1804. William Hadwen, who probably ran the North 

Mill in Moor Lane in the 1790s, took Aldcliffe Lane until 1813, when it still had the long-shade behind it, 

30 new sailcloth looms and 22 starching looms.
7
  

In spite of the manufacturers’ enthusiasm for factories, much sailcloth weaving was still put-out. Allman, 

Salisbury employed 60 domestic weavers, while John Albright advertised in 1803 for “a young man in a 

Sail-Canvas and Calico Manufacturer’s Warehouse, to deliver out and take in work.”
8
 Bearing in mind 

both the size and number of manufactories, plainly most of the 900 who worked in the local industry did so 

at home. The advantage of the factory, however, was in ease of supervision and consistency of product, 

while processes calling for large and expensive equipment, such as calenders, could only be undertaken 

centrally. 

 

Much of the product was used locally, often retailed directly by the manufacturers. William Hadwen 

advertised “best Double and Single Sail Canvas” as well as “Assorted Twine, ….strong Hemp and Flax 

suitably dressed for the use of Cordwainers”. Most of the other large manufacturers imported Baltic flax 

and sold the surplus, dressed or raw. These imports were expensive and usually required cash, but local 

trade was often more like barter. In 1781, Dilworth & Morrison bought ashes from A.& J. Rawlinson, paid 

for with sail canvas to that value, but the system could be more complicated than that. For example, 

Dilworth & Morrison supplied canvas to Rawlinson’s. In return, John Corless would bowk their yarn, to 

the value of the canvas and set that against the rent he owed Rawlinson’s. John Albright and William 

Jepson had similar arrangements.  

 

Some of the canvas went to the local ship-builders. How much was required for a suit of sails obviously 

varied. A fishing boat was equipped for £40 in 1802, while canvas for the Laurel in 1811 came to 

£76.0.8d. The size of ship was not the only variable. Raw material prices had risen sharply during the 

Napoleonic blockade and no.1 canvas had gone up from 13.5d. a yard in 1785 to 15.5d. in 1792, to 20d. by 

1807.
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  Canvas came in several grades and the cost of sails also varied according to the proportion of 

different grades used. The two-masted brig Flora had a mainsail of 146 yards of no.1, a square mainsail, 

165 yards of no.3 and two topsails of 150 yards of no.2.
11

  Brockbank’s account for the Mary & Fanny 

illustrates a suit of sails for a three-masted vessel. She carried main, fore and mizzen topsails, foresail, 

mainsail, mizzen and mizzen top staysails, fore staysail and jibsail.
11

 

 

Not all the canvas was used in Lancaster. Some was sent to the shipbuilders of Liverpool, Ulverston and 

Whitehaven, and some was exported. A.& J.Rawlinson shipped considerable quantities to the West Indies. 
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At a rough average of 12d. a yard, the £556.12.9d-worth sent in 1785 represents 11,000 yards, well over 

half supplied by William Jepson. In 1787 the principal exporter was John Rawlinson, with over 5,000 

yards. The West Indies were not the only market. In 1788, a Dublin firm were informed that “Messrs. 

Edmondson & Gardner, Sail Cloth Manufacturers here, [are] desirous of trying your market with an 

assortment of that article.”
13

 

 

Unfortunately, this lively trade was not to last. The Napoleonic Wars raised both demand and price in the 

1790s, but at the same time made the Baltic trade in raw materials more difficult. Tonnage of shipping 

from the Baltic to Lancaster was falling back in the late 1790s, while from 1808 to 1813 no ships entered 

at all.
14

  Some flax was brought in from Liverpool to fill the gap until 1808, when the blockade really 

began to bite. The war was not the only problem afflicting Lancaster at this time. The West Indies sugar 

trade was in deep trouble, which had a knock-on effect on exports in general and the ships that carried 

them. Combine these problems with a post-war trade depression and the failure of Lancaster’s established 

ship-building industry and associated manufactures, including sailcloth, comes as no surprise at all. 

 
FOOTNOTES. 

 

1.‘Canvas’ is any narrow, tightly woven cloth using doubled, or even tripled, tightly twisted yarn. 

2. Information on the various personalities involved can be found in the Lancaster Burgess Rolls; the Poll Books for 

1784 and 1786; the Apprentice Rolls in the City Museum; both advertisements and editorial in the Lancaster Gazette 

from 1801; the Cumberland Paquet from 1775 in the Cumbria Record Office in Carlisle; and the probate records in 

the Lancashire Record Office at Preston. All other items are in the Lancaster Public Library.  

3. Guildhall Library, London. Sun Fire Office policies, No. 387774, 11936/258; No. 451799, 11936/297. There are 

undoubtedly many more Lancaster policies, but the volumes are many and largely unindexed. 

4. Guildhall Library, Sun Fire Office policy, indexed abstracts. 

5. Cumberland Paquet, 18.4.1787. 

6. Cumberland Paquet, 14.5.1788. Long-shade spinning was rather like a mini rope-walk, for making twine. Bowking 

is washing or bleaching. 

7. Andrew White, Georgian Buildings of Lancaster, CNWRS 2000, p.59. 

8. Lancaster Gazette, 9.4.1803; 4.8.1804. 

9. Lancaster Public Library, Ms.3714, A.& J.Rawlinson, Day Book 1780-1797, ff.15,41. 

10. Lancaster Public Library, Ms.239, A.& J.Rawlinson, Voyage Book no.3, Sept. 1785;  Ms.3720 Brockbank Day 

Book 1789-1793, Dec. 1792; Ms. 242, Day Book 1806-1813, May 1807. 

11.  Ms.242, Brockbank Day book 1806-1813, March 1813. 

12. Lancaster Public Library, PT 8373, Brockbank day Book 1794-1805, f.2. 

13. Ms.239, Voyage Book no.3; Ms.3719, Letter Book, 23.12.1788. 

14. Lancaster Public Library, Port Commission Registers of Vessels Measured. 
 


