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A FILIGREE OF CONNECTIONS

DEB WHITE

lambering into the garret of his Bremen townhouse, 
eighty-five year old Dieter Raus walked back into his 
past life of dealing in linen and hemp yarn.  After a 

lifetime in the trade, he had presciently held on to his stock 
of yarn, ever mindful of its increasing scarcity. Few knew of his 
past, but one who did was a neighbour and curator of a local 
museum. It was he, who in casual conversation with a visiting 
exile who had settled in Ireland twenty-five years previously, 
let slip of the presence of Dieter’s treasure trove. An avid 
model ship builder, visitor, Werner Geyer, could barely contain 
his excitement.  Keen to maintain the historical accuracy of 
the rigging on his ships, he knew too well the difficulties of 
procuring suitable yarn.  Yet, when he returned to Ireland, 
he had the good grace to share his fortuitous find with me. 
It is to him that I owe the various linen yarns that will form 
the knitted heddle shafts and the hand-plied loom cords that 
will be used for the jacks, lamms, treadles and hanging the 
counter balance weights. 

Such has been, and continues to be, the filigree of 
connections necessary in sourcing materials for the 
conservation and restoration of this nineteenth-century 
linen damask napkin handloom.  A craft once supported by 
myriad trades - reed, shuttle, harness and heddle makers, 
punch-card and Jacquard machine manufacturers - today it 
is mostly unattended.  At times it can feel like falling into 
Alice’s rabbit-hole, unsure of what will come next or which 
direction to take. The journey, thus far, has been wonder- 
fully exciting, eye-opening and educational. I could never 
have imagined that an old, faded newspaper clipping dated 
1963, pasted to the frame of the dismantled, abandoned 
loom could lead to such an adventure. It told of a weaver, 
John Shaw, who at eighty continued to weave, though not 
on the big broadlooms as he once did, as for now ‘the 
small ones are enough’. The realisation that my loom, or 
rather, John Shaw’s loom, had been part of Ulster’s last 
ever handloom factory-led to endless hours poring over 
documents and business records in PRONI (Public Records 
Office of Northern Ireland), tracking down and interviewing 
past employees of the company, and delving ever deeper 
into the world of Irish handloom linen damask weaving.  A 
world that abruptly ended back in 1968 with the closure 
of John McCollum’s firm, bringing an end to nearly three 
centuries of hereditary skill that had so defined and shaped 
this little patch of Ulster. 

A region that I have been drawn back to, again and again, 

Annaghanoon is a little village, just  outside Waringstown 
in Co.Down.  Steeped in the tradition of handloom damask 
weaving, it is nestled in a countryside synonymous with 
high-end linen manufacture. Local place names such as 
Diaper Hill, Cambray House and Donaghcloney evoke its 
one-time pre-eminence. Remarkably, the factory where 
the loom last worked remains unaltered, not only from the 
1960s but from the very day it was built back in 1900 by the 
local Pennington family. Constructed as a handloom damask 
factory it fell into disuse during the lean years following 
the Great Depression, only to be re-employed by a local 
weaver, John McCollum, in 1945. He received annual orders 
from the Royal Household, starting with the accession of 
Queen Elizabeth in 1952. His client list read like the pages 
of Debretts, and included not only the highly influential 
Cardinal Spellman of New York but the Emperor Haillie 
Sellassie of Ethiopia.  Today, it houses an engineering works, 
Ozo Tools, headed up by Andrew Hilary, whose grandfather 
acquired the factory soon after its closure in 1968 and 
who recalls stacks of Jacquard punch-cards dumped and 
rotting in the grounds of the factory. Andrew retains a 
huge pride in the history of the factory, and he willingly 
took on the task of cleaning and returning to full working 
order the 400 and 600 Jacquard machines, painstakingly 
realigning the needles, in so doing revealing old repairs to 
the machines. Referencing Posselt’s old book, ‘The Jacquard 
Machine Analyzed and Explained’ during what little free time 
he had, Andrew’s commitment has been exceptional. The 
thought that the machines have been nurtured back to 
working order in the same factory where they once stood 
still leaves me speechless. 

Meanwhile, Covid inevitably has hamstrung progress,  
though works to the frame of the loom will soon be 
undertaken by a master carpenter, Gerry Murray, who 
will bring to bear a lifetime’s experience and knowledge. 
Thankfully, all clouds have a silver lining, and Covid 
has afforded me the time to restore my workspace, a 
nineteenth-century agricultural barn, to house my looms 
and provide a working environment. Excitingly, the loom, 
its restoration and return to full working order will anchor 
and refine my findings as I embark on an ‘Empirical Study of 
Linen Damask Jacquard Handloom Production and Design 
in Ireland’ as a Northern Bridge Consortium Doctoral 
Researcher with Ulster University.  The Textile Society’s 
faith in me has provided the confidence to embark on this 
wonderful journey for which I am eternally grateful.
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Fig. 1 A 600 Jacquard machine nearing the end of restoration. Fig. 2 Working at the linen harness layover using an 80’s lea warp to weave Double 
Damask, Fig. 3 Cops of linen yarn awaiting hand-twisting photos, Deb White

Cops of linen yarn awaiting hand-twisting. Once plied and twisted, weavers would smooth the cords by 
rubbing repeatedly against the wooden uprights of the loom’s frame. Continuous use would leave distinctive 
gouges in the timber.

A 600 Jacquard machine nearing the end of restoration. Especial care was taken to retain the patina built up by 
successive coatings of beeswax, linseed and black oil applied during the course of its working life. 

 Working at the linen harness layover using an 80’s lea warp to weave Double Damask. 


