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ABSTRACT

Handcrafting a National Industry:
The Production and Patronage of Alexander Morton & Company’s Donegal Carpets

Elaine Cheasley

This thesis offers a social history of Alexander Morton & Company’s Donegal carpets — their production
and patronage. These nineteenth-century carpets were promoted as artistic products and appealed to
upper- and middle-class consumers in Britain, Ireland, North America, Australia, New Zealand, and
South Africa. The new carpet industry, based in Ireland, catered to the popular taste for all things Oriental
and to the socialist ideals of the Arts and Crafts Movement (1850-1920). Donegal carpet designs ranged
from Eastern motifs to Arts and Crafis florals to Celtic interlace. Prominent designers in the Arts and
Crafts Movement created designs for these carpets which were also accepted as part of the visual arts of

the Celtic Revival in Ireland.

The Donegal carpet’s success can be explained using Pierre Bourdieu’s theory concerning the social
formation of taste. In this study of Morton’s Donegal carpets, I test the validity of three aspects of
Bourdieu’s theory: habitus, cultural codes, and symbolic capital. Archival material, press accounts and
historical writing reveal several issues involved in this enterprise, such as ethnicity, gender, class and
cultural appropriation. These issues are addressed in an examination of this literature as well as the design
transitions endorsed by Morton & Co. Ultimately, this study is an attempt to locate the Donegal carpets
within the material and ideological conditions of consumption and production. In addition, a case study of

the Morton designer Mary Seton Watts highlights one woman’s art production.

/
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Colin Campbell McMichael
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INTRODUCTION

1
“WE HOLD A VASTER EMPIRE THAN HAS EVER BEEN.”
ASPECTS OF NINETEENTH-CENTURY BRITISH TASTE

In the late nineteenth century, the Scottish textile manufacturer, Alexander Morton
developed a prosperous carpet industry in the West of Ireland (County Donegal). The
success of this product largely depended on its reception by the public, who decided
whether it was in ‘good taste’. An examination of the formation of taste will reveal how
these carpets came to have value ascribed to them by a particular group within a particular
context. For purposes of this thesis, the discussion of taste relies on Pierre Bourdieu’s
analysis from The Field of Cultural Production (1993) and Distinction (1984). Bourdieu’s
theory is fundamental to this project as it explains the social ground of aesthetic taste. He

claims that, without this grounding, taste would be perceived as a universal aesthetic and

cultural practice, when in fact it is a product of privilege.2

In nineteenth-century Britain taste, particularly in the upper classes, was greatly affected

by the ever-expanding British Empire, which extended as far from England as Affica and

' Motto from a special postage stamp issued by the Canadian government, 1898, to celebrate the advent of
imperial penny postage. Keith Robbins, The Eclipse of a Great Power: Modern Britain, 1870-1975 (New
York: Longman Group, 1983), 18.

? Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature, ed. Randal Johnson
(New York: Columbia University, 1993), 24.



Asia.’ The continued expansion of empire was debated in English society. There were

people who felt the Empire would be spreading itself thin if it continued to grow while

others advocated further colonisation. The political instability marking this debate
resulted in Queen Victoria taking the title of ‘Empress of India’ in 1876. This event
promoted the image of a strong British Empire by confirming India as its centre — the

‘jewel in the Imperial crown’ so to speak.

Through this colonial expansion, the British public was exposed to other cultures in the

Empire. Service to the Empire offered an attractive career for many young Englishmen,

with the Indian Civil Service being the most prestigious posting.s Letters home, diaries and

other written accounts (published memoirs for example) by these people brought to life

. .. ., 6 . ..
tales of these ‘exotic others’ for the British public’s pleasure. Collectors in Britain

? For instance, in 1843 China ceded Hong Kong to the British who later annexed upper Burma in 1886
and part of Malaya in 1896. The Suez Canal was completed in 1869 with the shares in its ownership held
by French investors and the khedive of Egypt, who ruled as a monarch. In 1875, the debt-plagued khedive
sold his shares to the British government (under Disraeli) and by 1882, the British had occupied Egypt
(Mortimer Chambers, et al., The Western Experience, 5™ ed. (Montreal: McGraw-Hill, 1991), 1065). At
one point during her reign, Victoria was queen to a quarter of the world.

) Robbins, 18. See also Deborah Weiner's discussion of the debate between anti-imperialists and Liberal
imperialists over the expansion of the British Empire, in particular the Boer War in South Africa, 1899-
1902 (Architecture and Social Reform in Late-Victorian London (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994),

132).

* Large and well-organised, the Indian Civil Service developed from the reforms that followed rebellions
against the British in 1857-58. Its members saw themselves as an elite corps, and they were in practice the
cffective rulers of India (Chambers, 1072).

¢ For example, Lady Rosamund Lawrence’s reminiscences of her family’s involvement in the Indian Civil
Service and her own experiences in India with her husband: “Now that the British have left India these
pages may be of interest for the picture they give, not of political strife, but of those equally true days
when the District Officer was regarded by millions of Indians as his ‘Ma-Bap’, his Mother-Father.”
Rosamund Lawrence, Indian Embers (Oxford: George Ronald, n.d.). See also, Marian Fowler’s Below the
Peacock Fan: First Ladies of the Raj (Markham: Penguin Books Canada, 1987) which traces the lives of



showcased their interest in the colonies in ‘curio’ cabinets filled with goods from the
Empire. This fascination with colonial peoples was also evident in English cultural

products, especially the decorative arts, created in response to personal experiences or

second-hand accounts of the colonies (Figure l).’

Japanese art and design was also very fashionable in nineteenth-century English society.
For centuries Japan had preserved its isolation, but in 1853 the landing of the American
Commodore Matthew Perry soon forced the country into commerce with the West. In the

following decade, Japan embarked on a systematic policy of adopting Western industry,

technology, education, laws and government institutions.' This ‘opening’ of Japan meant

that its cultural goods were also available to the English market. Japanese culture became

four women through their memoirs of life and travel in India. For a discussion of the female experience of
the Orient and especially of the harem, see Reina Lewis, Gendering Orientalism: Race, Femininity, and
Representation (New York: Routledge, 1996). Lewis examines written accounts of the harem by
Occidental women within a discussion of Henriette Browne's Orientalist art work. She cites Sophia
Poole’s The Englishwoman in Egypt: Letters from Cairo written during a residence there in 1842, 3and 4
with E. W. Lane Esq., Author of ‘The Modern Egyptian’, by His Sister 2 vols. (London: Charles Knight
and Co., 1844) and Lady Anne Blunt’s 4 Pilgrimage fo Nejd: The Cradle of the Arab Race. A Visit to the
Court of the Arab Emir, and ‘Our Persian Campaign,’ 2 vols. (London: John Murray, 1881). For a
discussion of the Orientalist backgrounds of many of these women travellers, see Jane Robinson, Wayward
Women: A Guide to Women Travellers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990).

7 “Cabinets [of curiosity] expressed a visual image of the inclusiveness of the European view of the world
and its facile ability to incorporate and domesticate potentially transgressive worlds and customs” (John
Elsner, and Roger Cardinal, eds., The Cultures of Collecting (Cambridge, Mass.. Harvard University
Press, 1994), 203). For more information on cabinets of curiosity and nineteenth-century collecting
practices, sce Tony Bennett’s discussion of the museum as supplanting and surpassing ‘curio’ cabinets in
The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (New York: Routledge, 1995). Also, Douglas Cole’s
Captured Heritage (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1995) contains a similar discussion within a North American
context.

: Chambers, 1071. See also, Hugh Cortazzi, “The British in Japan in the Nineteenth Century,” in Japan
and Britain: An Aesthetic Dialogue 1850-1930, eds. Tomoko Sato and Toshio Watanabe (London: Lund
Humphries, 1991), 55-65.



increasingly popular, affecting all areas of the arts in England.9 For example, the 1885
Gilbert and Sullivan operetta The Mikado first opened at the Savoy Theatre with the
chorus: “If you want to know who we are, we are gentlemen of Japan.” However, the
operetta’s supposedly-Japanese setting of Titipu, elaborate costumes, and Japanese
characters such as Ko-Ko, Yum-Yum, Nanki-Poo, and Pish-Tush, were not meant to be

accurate representations of Japan but, rather, they camouflaged a satire of the British

bureaucracy (Figure 2).lo

This fashion for everything Oriental was also seen in academic circles in the form of
Orientalism (the study of the Orient). Edward Said has re-defined Orientalism as a means

of ‘dealing’ with the Orient by “making statements about it, authorising views of it,

describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it.” He claims the West, in this case

Britain, saw the Orient as a place of romance, filled with exotic beings, and producing

? For instance, the art critic for the London newspaper Queen, reviewing the June 1910 Anglo-Japanese
Exhibition at White City in Shepherd’s Bush, London, wrote: “The colour prints of Japan have, within the
last half century, taken Europe by storm. Their superb concentration, their decorative purpose of pattern
and rhythm of line, have exercised an extraordinary influence on our modern art.” (Martin Hardie,
“Japanese Art,” Queen, 18 June 1910, 1100.) More recently, similar exhibitions, held as part of the 1991
Japan Festival celebrations, took place throughout the UK. In Glasgow, the exhibition Art for Industry:
The Glasgow Japan Exchange of 1878 (Glasgow: Glasgow Museums, 1991) displayed the contents of an
1878 gift of contemporary art wares from Japan, including ceramics, furniture and other lacquer ware,
metal ware, textiles and paper. In exchange for this gift, Glasgow shared its marine engineering and other
industrial expertise with Japan. Another exhibition in the Festival, Japan and Britain: An Aesthetic
Dialogue 1850-1930, was held at the Barbican Art Gallery to commemorate the hundredth anniversary of
the Japan Society of London. This exhibition’s catalogue offers an overview of the cultural exchange
between Britain and Japan in the nineteenth century and a list of artists and products in Britain affected by
this ‘dialogue’. This interest in Japan is also evident in North America where, for example, the American
architect Frank Lloyd Wright owned an immense collection of Japanese screens.

10 Sato and Watanabe, Japan and Britain, 133; and W. S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan, The Mikado or The
Town of Titipu, Lakeshore Light Opera, Dorval, 18 February 1999 (playbill).

! Edward Said, Orientalism, (Toronto: Random House, 1978), 3.



haunting memories and landscapes. Ultimately, the Orientalist was viewed as superior in

this East/West divide of <:olonialism.lz

The expansion of British Imperial power was but one factor contributing to a specific taste
developed in nineteenth-century society. In England, the harsh working conditions and
extremes of wealth and poverty created by industrialisation were the cause of much social
reform. Movements were developed throughout Britain in reaction to the treatment of
workers, especially children. It was at this time (1892) that Friedrich Engels’ scathing

commentary on the English class system, The Condition of the Working Class in England,

was first published in Britain. " The Arts and Crafts Movement developed within this
climate of social reform, as artists became more aware of the working conditions in the

industries for which they designed. One such artist/designer was William Morris, often

. 14 e e
cited as the most important advocate of the Arts and Crafts Movement. Morris criticised

a system that allowed British craftsmen to lose both their skills and their self-respect while

" Ibid., 1: Lewis, 4-5.

" Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England, ed. Victor Kiernan (New York:
Viking Penguin, 1987). For further reading on social reform see Deborah Weiner’s Architecture and
Social Reform in Late-Victorian London, which examines the architecture related to reform movements,
such as free public libraries and elementary schools, settlement houses (Toynbee Hall and Passmore
Edwards), working class housing (Octavia Hill’s projects), art galleries and museums. See also, C.
Waters, British Socialists and the Politics of Popular Culture 1884-1914 (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1990); Standish Meacham, Toynbee Hall and Social Reform, 1880-1914 (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1987); and S. and H. Barnett, eds., Practicable Socialism: Essays on Social Reform
(London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1888). For a discussion of social reform within the Arts and Crafis
Movement in America see Eileen Boris, Art and Labor: Ruskin, Morris and the Craftsman Ideal in
America (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986).

" The 1884 issue of The Builder notes that Morris spoke on the subject of Art and Socialism at the
Whitechapel art gallery, an event organised by the Barnetts, founders of Toynbee Hall (The Builder, 12
April 1884, 504, quoted in Weiner, 237).



industry became rich by manufacturing technically-advanced yet ‘artistically-dead’
products. In his publications, lectures and work he attempted to redress this imbalance by

recommending new standards of design which he believed would restore pleasure and self-

15 .
respect to the worker. Proponents of the Movement adopted the Japanese attitude

toward the various branches of the arts: believing all the arts were worthy of

appreciation. 16 They tried to dismantle the established hierarchy of the arts in Britain and
promoted craft and the decorative arts as valid and valuable categories of art production.
The socialist basis of Morris’s ideals is evident in his desire for beauty in objects of
everyday use — supposedly available and affordable to everyone. Theoretically, members

of the Arts and Crafts Movement accepted these goals but were not able to achieve them

in practice.l7 Many Arts and Crafts products were too expensive for the working classes.
Thus, the Movement’s supporters, financial and ideological, were largely from the middle

and upper classes.

The Arts and Crafts Movement also aimed to educate the public taste “to a preference for

b b4 3 ,!la : by < : .
art born of one’s own day and in one’s own country.”  This nationalism in art production

' Linda Parry, Textiles of the Arts and Crafts Movement (London: Thames and Hudson, 1997), 13. See
also Peter Stansky, William Morris (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983). For more about Morris’
socialism, see E. P. Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary (London: Merlin Press, 1977)
and William Morris, “How I Became a Socialist,” in News from Nowhere and Other Writings, ed. Clive
Wilmer (New York: Penguin Books, 1994).

16
For an example of this attitude toward art production in the art journals, sce Mabel Cox’s lengthy

article “The Arts and Crafts Exhibition,” Artist (October 1896): 9-40.

v See Parry, Stansky, Thompson.

: A. H. Mackmurdo, “History of the Arts and Crafts Movement,” hand- and typewritten manuscript, from
unpublished memoirs, held at the William Morris Gallery, Walthamstow, quoted in Parry, 15. In England,



was taken a step further m the Celtic Revival of Scotland and Ireland during the late
nineteenth century. Each country endeavoured, through the Revivalist style, to become a
reflection of its past ‘glorious’ self. The expression of ‘beauty, health and national pride’
were the main objectives of the Revival in both these countries. Most of the early work
commissioned in the Revivalist style in Ireland was from churches. Eventually, however,
much work was fuelled, executed or acquired by Nationalists, whose aims either remained
romantic or became almost exclusively political, giving an impassioned, sharp edge to
most Revivalist endeavours. “In Ireland, the already-popular literary revival offered the
visual arts a successful example to follow. In addition, the Celtic Revival in both countries
had close links to the Arts and Crafts Movement, in ideology and practice, and as such,

gained popularity with the upper classes who already supported this Movement.

This brief outline of factors affecting taste in nineteenth-century Britain and Ireland, sets
an overall context for the following study of Alexander Morton & Company’s Donegal
carpet industry. The supremacy of the British Empire lasting throughout the nineteenth

century led to an English sense of superiority and possessiveness toward colonial

20 . . . .. . .
cultures. As a result of this fascination with Britain’s subjugated peoples, the academic

discipline of Orientalism was developed. Closer to home (England), the consequences of

this attempt is referred to as the Gothic Revival (its proponents were often called medievalists, see quote
on p.49).

** Elizabeth Cumming and Nicola Gordon Bowe, The Arts and Crafis Movements in Dublin and
Edinburgh, 1885-1925 (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 1998), 9-14.

20

Although not officially considered a ‘colony’ of the British Empire, Ireland suffered from prejudices
commonly held toward colonial peoples. I discuss Ireland’s unusual “colonial’ situation in greater detail in
Chapter 2 (63-66).



rapid industrialisation were being documented and brought to the fore of political and
social-reform debates. The effects of industrialisation, particularly on the working classes,
were catalysts for the Arts and Crafts Movement, in particular, which advocated socialist
ideals and universal access to art. As an extension of this Movement, the Celtic Revival
emphasised nationalism expressed through art. Though primarily in Ireland and Scotland,

the products created as a result of the Revival were also very popular in England.

Bourdieu’s theory will help to explain why this nineteenth-century taste developed and
how it was perpetuated. This general context will permit a clearer discussion of a specific
case — the Donegal carpet industry. Bourdieu explains that a person’s tastes are developed
through a lifetime spent absorbing the social order, which leads to the creation of an
individual’s habitus. He claims that, through their habitus, people naturalise assumptions
of gender, race and social hierarchy promoted in the social order surrounding them. Thus,
the habitus informs each person’s level of cultural competence and determines what is
considered ‘tasteful’ or appealing to them. In the first chapter, I will use this concept of
the habitus to demonstrate how the ‘story’ of Morton’s Donegal carpet industry was

manipulated to appeal to a target market.

An analysis of the design transitions in Donegal carpets is the basis for the second chapter.
Such an analysis will reveal the cultural codes embedded in these carpets, recognisable to
Morton’s clientele. This recognition meant that the consumers assigned value to the

Morton product, making it a popular cultural commodity. Relating the design transitions



to the social, political and historical context of their production will explain why these

codes were familiar to Morton’s patrons and how the codes were used to promote this

product.

The final chapter is a case study of the designer Mary Seton Watts, exploring her
anomalous identification in a 1903 Liberty’s exhibition catalogue. Formal recognition by
Liberty’s was a privilege seldom granted designers. Most writing about Morton & Co.’s
Donegal carpets overlooks the women in this organisation — weavers, designers, spinners,
dyers. Thus, despite being a tangent from the topic of Morton’s Donegal carpets, a
discussion of the designer Mary Seton Watts specifically highlights the life and art
production of a woman working for Morton & Co. In this chapter, Bourdieu’s notion of
symbolic capital will be used as a method for speculating possible reasons for this
exception to common practice. Ultimately, my goal in writing this thesis is to test these
three elements of Bourdieu’s theory — habitus, cultural codes, and symbolic capital — by

applying them to the instance of the Donegal carpet industry.



CHAPTER ONE
A ‘DEALER’S LORE’:

AN ACCOUNT OF ALEXANDER MORTON & COMPANY’S
DONEGAL CARPET INDUSTRY

To support the claim that taste is socially constructed, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu
has developed the concept of the habitus. He explains that the habitus is “a set of
dispositions which generates practices and perceptions. [It] is the result of a long process
of inculcation, beginning in early childhood, which becomes a ‘second sense’ or a second
nature.” Thus, through their habitus, a person may come to embody assumptions of
gender, race, age and social hierarchy and, in effect, naturalise the social order in which
they develop.? The habitus is the basis of an individual’s level of cultural competence and
determines what appeals to her/him, what is considered ‘tasteful’. In this chapter, I wish to
present the story of Alexander Morton & Company’s Donegal carpet industry and explore
how this story has been manipulated by the press, promoters and historians to appeal to a

certain habitus, that of the prospective Donegal carpet consumer.

According to Bourdieu, the dispositions represented by the habitus are “‘durable’ in that
they last throughout [a person’s] lifetime. They are ‘transposable’ in that they may
generate practices in multiple and diverse fields of activity, and they are ‘structured

structures’ in that they inevitably incorporate the objective social conditions of their

! Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, 5.

2 Nicholas B. Dirks, Geoff Eley, and Sherry B. Ortner, eds., Culture/Power/History: A Reader in
Contemporary Social Theory (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1994), 13-16.
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inculcation. This accounts for the similarity in the habitus of [persons] from the same
social class . . . Finally, the dispositions of the habitus are ‘structuring structures’ through
their ability to generate practices adjusted to specific situations.”® By exploring the written
accounts of the Donegal carpet industry I wish to apply this concept to the readers and
authors of these accounts. I will determine if their prevalent ‘dispositions’ do appear to
have been established through a lifetime of inculcation, generating practices adjustable to a
variety of activities, including the purchase of a Donegal carpet, and which reflect their

‘objective social conditions’.

ALEXANDER MORTON & COMPANY’S DONEGAL CARPET INDUSTRY

In extended research for this thesis, particularly favourable descriptions of the Morton
enterprise kept recurring in newspaper articles; more recently, similar descriptions have
appeared in the literature on the topic. A historiography of the Donegal carpet industry
will be developed throughout this chapter, drawing on a number of sources. The primary
archival source on the topic was a series of business papers and correspondences titled
“Morton Family Papers,” held at the Victoria and Albert Museum’s Archive of Art and
Design. Two of the most useful documents in this collection are an account of the industry
written by James Morton for an annual report, based on notes in his diary, and a eulogy
for Alexander Morton by his son for the firm’s Minute Book. Another rich archive was the
British Museum’s Newspaper Library. Articles from London newspapers such as The

Times, Daily Telegraph, Standard, Queen, Black & White, Morning Advertiser, Madame,

3 Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, 5.
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as well as several Irish papers including the Irish Independent and Nation dating from
1897-1910, are held at this library.* Interestingly, the repetition of passages among the
articles listed indicates that many of the critics must have used press releases or
promotional material from Liberty’s or Morton & Co. in order to write their pieces. For
instance, a review in the Scottish Aberdeen Journal, 16 March 1903, consists of a series
of quotes published earlier in several English newspapers. There is little difference of
opinion due to location or culture, which is interesting in terms of the reception of the
carpets by the press. The result of this archival research is a unified series of texts — in

content, critical writing and perspective.

More recent literature about the Donegal carpets includes Jocelyn Morton’s Three
Generations in a Family Textile Firm (1971), Malcolm Haslam’s Arts and Crafts Carpels
(1991), and Paul Larmour’s article “Donegal Carpets” in the Irish Arts Review Yearbook,
1990-1991 and his book The Arts and Crafts Movement in Ireland (1992). Jocelyn
Morton’s book is a very favourable, uncritical, family account of the Morton business
venture in Donegal. The archival material on which it is based is held at the Victoria and
Albert Museum’s Archive of Art and Design and the Scottish Records Office, Edinburgh.
Haslam discusses more practical matters such as designers, advertising, exhibitions, and

clientele of Morton & Co.’s Donegal carpet industry. Larmour’s article offers a brief

“ The articles include: “Irish Carpet Exhibition.” The Times (London), 9 March 1903, 11; “Irish Carpets.”
Daily Telegraph, 9 March 1903, 7; “The Irish Carpet Industry.” Standard, 9 March 1903, 2; “An
Exhibition of Donegal Carpets.” Queen, The Lady'’s Newspaper, 28 February 1903, 347 and 14 March
1903, 438; “A New Irish Indusiry.” Black & White, (Saturday) 21 March 1903, 8; “Developing an Irish
Industry.” Morning Advertiser, 9 March 1903, 6; “An Exhibition of Irish Carpets.” Madame: An
Illustrated Journal of Fashion and Social Events, (Saturday) 14 March 1903, 538; “Irish Carpet
Exhibition.” Irish Independent and Nation, (Monday) 9 March 1903, 5.
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history of the firm’s presence in Ireland with reference to the Irish Arts and Crafts
Movement while his book elaborates upon his ideas and arguments concerning the Arts

and Crafts Movement.

Woven into the following account of Morton’s Donegal carpets are issues such as
ethnicity, gender, class and cultural appropriation. Several possible methods of addressing
these issues will be presented as well. Thus, the following ‘story’ of the Donegal carpets is
the starting point from which I will analyse the production and reception of these carpets

throughout this thesis.

EXPLORING IRELAND: THE DONEGAL CARPET INDUSTRY FROM ITS INCEPTION

Alexander Morton was a Scottish textile manufacturer whose business was one of the
largest in Great Britain at the turn of the twentieth century. His firm in Darvel, Scotland
produced lace, embroidery and machine-woven carpets. In 1896, Morton noticed a carpet
in Maple’s shop in London which ‘seemed to him more interesting in texture’ than the
usual smoothly finished Eastern carpets from Persia, India or China.® Later that year he
spotted a Belgian handloom weaver working on a carpet of similar quality at the General
Exhibition being held in Brussels. His son, James, later reflected on the event: “On
[father’s] return home he mentioned it to me and I was also much interested, especially as

I was deep in the study of William Morris’ work of the time and the character of the thing

5 “Notes written in 1916 by James Morton — Business Descriptions,” Morton Sundour Archive, Archive of
Art and Design, Victoria and Albert Museum, London, AAD 3/237-266 (Original notes held at the
Scottish Records Office, Edinburgh, ref. GD326/197).
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had special appeal to me.”® Since James and his sister, Jeanie, were going for a holiday to
the Continent, they agreed to visit the Brussels Exhibition. There they saw “several
exhibits of Hand-tufted carpets [and among them was that of the] Institut des
Franciscaines Missionaires de Marie, 21 Rue du Cargo, Anvers (the makers of the rug
Father had seen in Maple’s window).”” James and Jeanie visited this convent in Antwerp,
saw the rugs being made and gathered information about the production process ‘from the
very charming sister in charge’. Always a ‘progressive’ firm, Morton’s was ready for new
developments and was attracted to the idea that high quality, relatively small, hand-made
carpets might be a valuable addition to their existing range of textiles. Thus the
information gleaned from these trips was sufficient for Morton’s to go ahead with the

proposal stemming from Alexander Morton’s initial interest in the carpets.

Since a high labour content would be required for the production of the carpets, but
mechanical power would not, such an industry could be carried out in a technically-
undeveloped, but highly-populated, area. With this in mind, Alexander Morton discussed
his idea with a member of the Congested Districts Board of Ireland.® This Board was

‘called into existence’ in 1891 with an annual income of £55,000 (the equivalent of

5 Ibid.
7 Ibid.

® It is likely there were comparable opportunitics in Scotland for the development of this kind of industry.
However, James claimed that it “would be impracticable to make the carpet at Darvel [Scotland] on
account of the scarcity and expense of labour and [he felt] that it [the Donegal carpets] would have to be
made in districts where there was no machine labour, where the workers were plentiful and the wages
low.” The fact that there was already an established connection between textile manufacturers in Northern
Ireland and Scotland and the workers (especially home-workers) in the congested districts might also have
affected Morton’s choice.
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$264,000 US, which had increased £20,000 by 1904) for the purpose of developing the
poorest districts in the west of Ireland. The Congested Districts Board had been set up at
Lord Balfour’s instigation and functioned under the direction of the Chief Secretary for
Ireland® The Board’s function was to seek profitable employment for districts in Ireland
which had a high density of population, but poor living conditions. The Board members
quickly realised that they could encourage manufacturers to establish businesses in these

areas by the bait of cheap labour."

Mr. Wrench, the Board member who met with Alexander Morton, was ‘delighted’ with
the Donegal carpet idea and presented it to the Board on behalf of the firm. It was agreed
that the head of the Board’s Textile Development Section, W J. D. Walker of Co. Down,
would meet with the Morton family.'! From this meeting, James Morton and his brother
Guy arranged to visit the west of Ireland with Walker to study the conditions there and
determine the best location for their new enterprise. Wrench made all the necessary
arrangements “without delay for Guy and James to make a tour of the districts concerned,
and discuss the matter with the locals — particularly with the priests of the various little

Roman Catholic communities, who knew so much about their flocks’ problems and whose

9 Arthur James Balfour (1848-1930) was a British statesman and writer who was Prime Minister from
1902-05. He has been quoted as saying, “What was the Ireland that the Free State took over? It was the
Ireland that we made.” (D. G. Boyce, and Alan O'Day, eds., The Making of Modern Irish History:
Revisionism and the Revisionist Controversy (New York: Routledge, 1996), 175.)

10 “The Congested Districts Board’s Exhibits,” in Ireland’s Exhibit at the World's Fair, St Louis, 1904
(Catalogue), 36; Jocelyn Morton, 91; Judith Hoad, This is Donegal Tweed: The Traditional Techniques,
the History, the People behind the Famous Textile (Inver, Co. Donegal: shoestring Publications, 1987),
121-122.

" Jocelyn Morton, 91.



16

advice the latter were so ready to follow.”'? The brothers spent several days uncovering
records of the *sprigging’ (hand-embroidery on linen or muslin) being done by the women
in their homes, the wages they eamed, and the number of women working within a given
radius in each district. They concluded that the conditions in Co. Donegal were such that
they could ‘very materially improve them’ and attain their purpose of adding the industry
of hand-tufted carpet-making to their existing productions. According to James, this trip
was a “most interesting and enjoyable little tour in the districts around Ardara, Glenties,

Killybegs and Glencolumbkille.”"

James and Guy Morton eventually settled on Killybegs, Co. Donegal as the best possible
centre for their new enterprise. It had the advantage of harbour facilities, as well as the
promise from the parish priest, Father Sweeny, of 300-400 ‘girls’ as workers. James
Morton had several women from Wilton, England, where a hand-tufted carpet tradition
was still practised, teach the process to Darvel weavers in Scotland. It was these Scottish
weavers, in particular Mary Lawson and Bella Clelland, who taught the Irish weavers in
Donegal. “It was in the beginning of September 1898,” wrote James, “that we embarked
for Killybegs with all the elements for starting of Donegal carpet making — Herbert
Downton foreman weaver, the two girls [from Darvel}, Mary Lawson and Bella Clelland,

the hand tuft looms, warps, and wool beaters.”'* Prior to his investigations in Ireland,

12 mhid.

13 «Notes written in 1916 by James Morton — Business Descriptions,” Morton Sundour Archive, Archive
of Art and Design, Victoria and Albert Museum, London, AAD 3/237-266.

' bid.
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James had interviewed a Mr. Etwall, whom Herbert Downton had recommended because
Etwall was a beam rug weaver and he had several daughters who could tuft. Eventually

Etwall and his family were brought over from Wilton and he became the first resident

foreman at the Donegal carpet factory."

The first factory was in a hay loft where “rook windows [were] put in and the place made
as smart and comfortable as possible.” (Figure 3) James Morton used his connection with
Father Sweeny to enlist his workers: “I got the parish priest to intimate at the Sunday
[service] that I would be in attendance at Coane’s shop, [Killybegs] at a certain day to
receive and interview girls who wanted to learn the industry.” Not only did Father Sweeny
‘intimate’ Morton’s presence in Donegal, he “gave a little lecture recommending the
project.”® As a result, close to 150 women met with Morton at Coane’s shop, where their
names and addresses were taken. According to James, it was a sight never to be forgotten:
“They came from the hills and valleys for miles around, girls with barefeet, jet black or
brilliant red hair, towsy and unkept like hill ponies and mostly shy as march hares. One
could not help being drawn to them, and the experiment was going to be full of many
kinds of interest.” The stereotypes of race and gender described above are as
disconcerting and disturbing as the implied “interests’ of this ‘benefactor’. After several

days of “consultation and sifting” Morton engaged a “first lot of workers” and gave a

'S Ibid.

16 Ibid.
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rotation to others, dividing the ‘honours’ as much as possible among the families and

districts."’

By 1899 the industry was viable and, according to Morton & Co.’s assessment, the
workers were earning higher wages than in any previous employment. The quality of the
product was sufficiently high for it to be received enthusiastically by some of Morton’s
biggest clients — British Royalty and the Governments of Great Britain, the United States,
Canada and South Africa. A permanent factory was built in Killybegs and the Congested
Districts Board soon financed the building of three more in County Donegal: in Kilcar
(1899), Crolly (1904), and Anagry (1904). Killybegs remained the central depot where all
the wool was collected and where the spinning and dyeing were done for the entire
industry. The other branches were for weaving only and their products were brought to

the central depot in Killybegs for finishing and dispatch.'®

An important feature of this new industry, highlighted in most accounts, was that it gave
great impetus to the rearing of sheep by the Donegal farmers. The carpets were made

entirely of wool and it was part of the overall plan that all wool used in the manufacture

7 Ibid.

1® [bid. Aidan Hennessy, director of the Killybegs Archive, Old Carpet Factory, Fintra Road, Killybegs,
Co. Donegal, remarked that all the wool from Co. Donegal was sent to Cork (and sometimes England) for
spinning and dyeing. It was then bought by Morton & Co. for use in the carpet-making. If so, and
especially if the wool was sent out of Ireland, Morton’s claim that it was investing in Co. Donegal and
providing more work for its residents is true only of the weaving. The Killybegs Archive is an Irish
Training and Employment Programme, sponsored by the Killybegs Parish Development Association, to
collect local history for this area. I believe some of their funding comes indirectly from the EU as Ireland
is one of its biggest recipients. Also, an attempt is being made to restart the Donegal carpet industry in the
















































































































































































































































































































































