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HALIFAX PIECE HALL

1. Introduction

The Grade 1 ListedHalifax Piece Hall is that rare and preciding, an architectural and cultural
phenomenon which isbsolutely unique. It is the sole survivor thie great 18 century northern
cloth halls,a class of buildings which embodied the vaiatl dominanimportance of thetrade in
handwoven textilesto the the pre-industrial economy of the West Riding of Yorkshifeom the
Middle Agesthrough to the early19h century.

Dating from 1779, when itwas buits a Cl ot h Hal | for tm8&8vyard adi ng
length ofwoven woollen fabrigproduced on a handloom}he Piece Hll was the mosambitious

and prestigiousf its type when builiand it now stands in splendid isolation as the ordynaining

examplel t i s one of Br iGeadianBuddingpost outstanding

It is impossible to overstate thecale and importance of this trade, not just to the history of Halifax
and the West Riding, but to the nation as a whole over some 800 years between thari218h
centuries.

When it was built the Piece Hall was a highly visible statement of the great wealth, pride and
ambition of the cloth manufacturerglthough built for trade, it also embodied the most cultured
sensitivities of thé&nlightenmentthesebluff northern mamfacturers deliberately chose design for
their building which adapted theeo-classical orders of architecture derived originally from the
Romans.

From its inception, the Piece Hall was a stunning combination of commerce and caltuicen of
hard businessut also a broader statement about théistory, the lives andthe values of its
surrourding community. Thigascinatingnix of purposeand idealisn® business, arts and people,
continuesto influencead dri ve t he tdday.ddieect ihla backdoger 23® yleas of
history.

@Above all this history celebrates the central, illuminating phenomenon: the extraordinary
fact that the w ool merchants in a town in the West Riding of Yorkshire in the Reign of
King George Ill wished to conduct their business in an expensive structurewhich
consciouslye mul at ed t he grandeur of | mperi al Rome. 0

'!Gavin Stamp, from the Foreword of Philip Smithiesd 1
Halifax Piece Hall 17757 1 7 7 9 6
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2. History and Importance of Textiles to the Area

The production of woven textiles was at the heart of the Calderdadt®@nomyfrom as early as the
12rCentury. I n the south porch of the medieval P &
cover, dating from c¢115dbears,dveighiprovidésihg eadiestpsarviving of ¢
evidence of the textile industry in the area.

A17" century view of Halifax from the South East. The picture shows tenterframes
on which the cloth was hung to dry, in the fields on which the Piece Hall was later built.

Geographical factors explain the emergence of Haldsxa centre for theproduction, dyeing,
finishing and marketing of woollen cloth during the later medieval period. The poor quality of the
topsoil and the cold and wet Caldedig climate created unfavourable conditions for arable farming
but proved to be idealand for sheep grazirgndthis stimulated the development efoollentextiles
production as a supplementary economic activity to subsistence agriculithie evolution of a
distinctive dual economy of farming and textiles on the uplands surrounding the valley of the river
Calder was assisted by another geographical advantage, a proliferation eflosvitifg moorland
streams, which provided abundant supplies of soft watettie dyeing and finishing of the woollen
cloth.

In the enturies before the Industrial é¥olution, cloth was produced by handloom weavers from
handspunyarn in their own cottages. The production was labour intensive and involved the whole
family. The praess began with the shearing of the sheep. The raw wool was first picked clean and
then greased to protect it during the abrasive carding and spinning operation. Carding untangled the
knotty mass of wool with special cards studded with iron pins whicheedasnd fluffed out the
fibres The resulting fleecy slivers were thepun into yarn on the great wheel by the women and
childrend as many as half a dozen spinsters would be needed to keep one weaver working full time.
When farm work allowed, the men wadilveave the yarn prepared by their families.
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At the time of the construction of the Piece Hall in 1779, improvements to handloom technology,

notably the invention of the Flying Shuttle in 1773JoynKay, allowed a cloth maker to prepare

and weawed aofo piker sey ( a c oa&aansofmanynddferantdywes waven) | en ¢
in time for the weekly market.

After the cloth had been wovent wastaken

to a waterpowered fulling mijlwhere it was
pounded, scoured and textured by heavy
wooden stocks before being hung outdoors
on tenterframes to dryThe O pi eced of
represented a significant value and this led to a
daunting penalty in the Halifax area for anyone
caught stealing cloth from tenterframes
Thieves were subject to summary trial and
execution on the Halifax Gibbet, a notorious
mechanical guillotine. From 1286 to 1650,
some 63 felons were beheaded in Halifax,

prompting the townos i ncl
known ©6begddrmrom iHtadddy 6 Hul
Hal i f ax, may the good Lor

stone platform for the wooden Gibbet still
stands on the street named after it in Halifax
and the original Gibbet blade has been
preserved in the collections at Bankfield
museum.lt is intended toincluce this grim
survivor in the proposed Intgretation
Centre at the Piece Hl

17" century engraving of the Halifax Gibbet

Weavers in Halifax and the Calder valley specialised in making a type of woollen cloth called kersey
a relatively coarse but hardweariaad inexpensive fabric, which was always in high demand. By as

early as the 150006s Halifax and the Calder vall/l
cloth in England. The cloth was widely exported throughout Europe. Because it was so handigweari
it was used extensively for military uniforms. In the late"Hhd early 19 cent ur i e s, Napol

armies were reputed to have been clad in kersey fabric produced in the Halifax region.

The importance of the domestic and export trade in textiles cainbe overestimated. By 1700, the
British textile industry accounted for 70% afl domestic exports and employed more people than
any other industry. At that time, the estimated total value of theational productionwvas £5million,

of which West Yorkshire production was put aE1million, i.e. 20%, significantly larger than any other
areaof the country

Figures in this and the succeeding paragraph are der
Textile industry in a Period of Intense technological change, 1700 to 18504 PHD thesis, submitted
December 1988 by Valerie Humphreys (member Halifax Civic Trust)
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Bytheearly1l706s, nati onal pr oduct withmgrowthsbeingdostunarked d t o A
in the West Rding of Yorkshire, increasing #3.275million, i.e33% of total manufacture. Within

this, theHalifaxareawas the preeminent producingone in the regionmeaning that Halifax was at

the pinnacle of this key element of the national econofilye vast majority of its citizensere

engagd in the production and marketing of locally produced woven textiles.

In medieval times, the kersey cloth market was held near the Parish ChAgclthe textile trade
grew the stalls put up to display cloth for sale were moved to the area aroundrtheket cross.

The first Cloth Hallwas built sometime around 1555 by the Waterhouse family of Shibden Hall, who
were the Lords of the Manor of Halifax and Heptonstall. As Lord of the Manor, they had the
privilege of claiming one penny from each piece ofihckold. At this time, the volume of cloth sold

at the Halifax market was already five times more tham d¢foth sold at Leeds and eight times that
of cloth sold at Bradford.

3. The Building of the Piece Hall

Although the Cloth Hall had been enlarged @08, it could not accommodate the increasing
number of clothiers and merchants visiting the Saturday maRatowing a public meeting in March
1774, a large group of manufacturers who regularly attended the Cloth market resolved on the
building of a newhall to be fundedby creating an Association of Subscribers. Although Merchants
were invited to attend the meeting as interested parties, they were not allowed to join as
subscribers.

Halifax, March 19, 1774

6...a meeting of manufacturers, who attend th
the Opinionf all present, that a Hall, erected in some convenient Place in this Town
and Neighbourhgadoulb e of great publick Utility.d

Leeds Mercury

Initidly, two sites were under casiderationand the manufacturers split into two camps depending

on their preference. There was considerable public contest. Eventually,e Manufactur
Associationsettled ona parcel of land called Talbot Close, at that dirstanding in open fieldgist

to the south of the town centreThe land belonged to the wealthiest citizen of Halifax at that time,

John Caygilhnd the incentives he put forward no doubt influenced the final outcoGegill was

obviously a shrewd busss man and realised that locating the new Cloth Hall on his land would

pl ace the townds major commerci al c e nHigvisiomme x t t
represents an early example of planned town centre development.

In addition to thenear by Tal bot Hot el , where the Manufact
Caygill had builtAssembly Boms andtwo large, handsomely appointdiocks of brick houses

between 1759 and 1770, to the designs of the celebrated architect John Carr of &odqd an

open but incomplete 06Squared. The south side
and Caygill saw that the erection of the Piece Hall would complete the square with a building of
prestigious size and qualitfo clinch the deal, Cayp offered the land to the Manafc t ur er s o
Association as a gifit no cost and with the added incentive of a donation of £8d@ards the

construction funds

Page | 6



Location plans showitheg C3:
Talbot Close land on which the Piece Hall was built

The Piece Hall Committee of the Manufacturers?o
submission of plans fdhe new cloth market and therahitect eventually selected was a local man,

Thomas Bradley, whiniad previouslydesigned thenearbyred brick Square Chapel (also Grade 1

Listed) which opened in 1772 on a plot of land on the other side of the Talbot Close. He
subsequently went on to beoee the chief engineer ohe Calder and Hebble NavigatioRerhaps

the most remarkable fact about Thomas Bradleyhis young age at the time he designed both

Square Chapel and the Piece Hall. In 1774, when building work began on the Piece Hall, he was 22
years old.

Samuel and John Hope of Manchester were chosen to prepare estimates for the building and were
appointed to oversee the construction wis. Their estimate was £8,48®s.9%2d. The actual cost

of the building was £9,692. 00s4d. Apart fromJohrCay gi | | 6 s donati on, t he
subscriptions from the Manufacturera contribution of £28. 4s entittd them to the ownership of

an individual room in the buildinfpr the storage and selling of their cloth. Some manufacturers who

could not dford a room on their own held shares in a room with others. Thaseable to afford a

room and withonly a few pieces of cloth to sell each week conducted their business from stalls in

the open courtyard.

Construction work took four years and the Rie Hall Committee

e J 'A'ﬁr work display b

formally opened the new building to much fanfare and public i & e
) The celebrated

ceremony on New Years Day, Fridayt Danuary 1779. A larg Signor Pietro

crowd from all over the Parish and beyond congregated in Hal{faX{{consisting of a beautiful Egyptian
to proudly participate in the opening celebrationdiek the North o ami

. . . illuminated with spiral wheels
Gate was ceremoniously opened with a silver key, a grandj globes
procession of local tradesmen with bands of music marched from and;enicalwtfxeels
the Piece Hall through the streets of Halifax. In the evening there P b

by a pigeon
was a thrilling firewoignkr Pietios|lpll ay by thle|l 6celeb
consisting of a beautiful Egyptian Pyramid illuminated with S)iral admission one shilling W
wheels, globes and vertical wh set on
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4. The Design of the Piece Hall

Bradleybds design for the Piece wiadohplicatmgfactors g hl vy

due to the fact that theproposedsite was an irregular quadrilateral and the land sloped significantly
in two directions, from West to East and from North West to South East. After considering a
variety of possible shapes for the building, includifigsesand circular, Bradley decided sacrfice

a small corner of the plot to allow for a rectangular buildiig accommodate the fall of the land
whilst retaining a regular roofline, he designed a solution which gave two flatotise top of the
slope and three at the lower levels.

One of the key requirements for the cloth halls was security of their contents. For this reason the
exterior of the building is largely unadorned and it originally had no external windows. The only

detailing was a row of blank arcading on the outer wall faCiegy gi | | 6 s Squar e, whi

.
C

c |

the buildingds singl e, i mpressive public entran

exterior and what is to be found inside still surprises visitors today. At its opening and in its early
years, the ontrast must have been literally breathtaking.

Bradley had createdthat appears to ba piece of Italy in Halifa)A large opercourtyard,some 91 x
110 yards in extent is surrounded on all four sides by elegant, galleried wallavaysally providing
access to 315 individual rooms, I8et x 7 feet, each with a door and sash window, which were
leased by the cloth manufacturers to sell their goods

The upper level comprisesgracefulcolonnade of Tuscan round columns. The middle level, which is
the ground floor level at the top of the sloping courtyard, is supported by Rustic columns of
chamfered square pattern. The lower ground floor level has massive squared piers supporting
Tuscan arches. The threascendingorders and the regular intervals of columm and levels
surrounding the great courtyard createah harmonious,spacious]talianate feelThis would have

been in stark contrasto the congestedouildingsand narrow largelymedieval street patterns dhe

town at that time.

Lovesecn g Manufacturers ‘l!l” ll:lllf'ix /// 12 JP0202 r% Uirt //"// ”"”/’

720 Feet — Frot Eaft to Weft 270 Feet — Nuwnber of Rooms 71 { 1.120¢

Early engraving by WH Burgess c1782 after the insertion of a second entrance at Westgate.
Note the original layout of the courtyard with sheep grazing on the grassed areas.
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5. Changing Uses

For the first thirty-five years of its life, the Piece Hall Cloth Market thrivede Meekly market was
ideally suited to the needs of small scale woollen manufacturers. The impressive scale of the building
and its beautiful architecture placed it in a different league of ambition and confidence from the
other regional cloth halls.

The market in the Piece Hall was held just once a week on Saturdays. Trading was very strictly
controlled and limited to two hours. At 8.00am the manufacturers were allowed in to set up their

rooms and stalls. A bell was rung at 10.00 am to let in the merchantl buyers and signal the start

of the dayds trading. At 11.55 it would be rung
market at 12.00 noon. If anyone sold a piece of cloth before 10am or after 12pm, they were fined

one shilling for each ece sold.

To cope with the levels of business and people, a second public entrance was added on the West
side of the building in 1782. This entrance, although less imposing than the original North gate, is of

an attractive arched design with a cupola t@ining the Piece &ll bell, surmounted by a decorative
weather vane featuring eapive, suspendedheepdt he Gol den Fl eece! A port
added just outside the north gate in 1785. The
trading regulations were followed. He impaké¢he fines for any breaches of the rules and, in the

early daysno doubt as an incentive to diligendhe finesconstitutedhis wage.

The Piece Hall became the trading centre for a wide regilothiers attendig the marketare
listed as comindrom the Calderdale townships as one would expect, but also from Burnley, Colne,
Pendle, Skipton, Keighley and Bradfdviirchants came from all over Europe to purchase cloth.

6Hal i fax i s an a sizeolsawghe ClotlgHalt on matket dayendn f or it s
it gave me the idea of a #dee; the prodigious number of cells, and the workers coming
in and out with their bundles of c¢cloth, were

Charles Dibdin, 1788.
(b1746 - d1814,Dibdin was a well known writer, musician and actor)

The Piece Hall was a visible embodiment of the dynamism, ambition and wealth of the local
manufacturers and the huge scale and importance of their centuries old trade inntameah cloth.
However, that very dynamism and creative inventiveness was also driving changes in technology,
production methods and society which would mean that the entire familiar system wsmdd
change beyond recognitioiironically, within 30 years of its openingreviously urecognised and
unforeseen changes in the way cloth was produced and sold would render it increasingly obsolete
for its initial purpose.

During the early 19 century, the spread of new technologies and ideas led to the increasing
mechanisation of the textile industry. The Industrial Revolutiad brought the development of the
factory system, with production becoming centred in large mills where rank aftéc o& spinning
frames and weaving looms worked incessantly, driven by the power of water or steam. The factory
system brought about the decline and eventual extinction of the small scale, self employed domestic
cloth manufacturer, whose batch methods ofotb making could not compete against the
mechanised techniques of the textile mill.

By the mid 19 century, merchants no longer bought from the individual weavers and small scale
manufacturers; they found it far more convenient to visit the mills to bugprder in bulk what they
required direct from the mill owners. As the old cottage industry died out, the need for the central
market halls like the Piece Hall died with it. There was a corresponding fall in trade at the Piece Hall
and by t helesethan RO rodnts &dyedoccupied.
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The Piece Hall Committee responded by extending the range of locally made products that were
allowed to be sold, to include worsted cloth and yarn and, from 1815, cotton goods. The day of the
market was changed fromatirday to Wednesday and the Hakkgan to bdet for political meetings

and a variety of public event$he courtyard, originally the preserve of the poorer traders now

became centr al t o t he buil dingos newl yanddevel o
entertainment for the broader population.

In 1824, with hot air balloons still a novelty, the firgt

balloon ascent in Halifax took place in the Piece HaII Emmtn

The O6intrepid aeronautd rsm A i
4.30pm Greends beaar braotmthel o s DF RIALIFAX |

del i ght of the O6i mmense “I"".tb RIVATS o AN o B Mot 8 ¢ 1 “'-u-@v er s, r e
visible from the Piece Hall for fifteen minutes. k i ﬁ

After the 1832 Parliamentary Reform Act and before tlie /‘;f,;“;‘::;';‘;?&:‘:;:;‘?::‘é:’: .:L‘u‘.‘:‘;‘é'.,‘.‘.':?‘

1872 Ballot Act which introduced secret voting, \.,...,..u,f..,i { gt il mark i v of W

residents of Halifax with theright to vote would OliTLEY, ,

assemble at the hustings in the Piece Hall to nomingte "= cte e B o)

their Members of Parliament. A _——

Between 1831 and 1863, at 5 year intervals, the Hall was fillell tvé spectacular Whitsuntide
6iSngsd performed by madoeadiltirercfion the Ssinday Schaools of Haifaxn d s o

and the surrounding district. The 1856 gathering brought together over 34,000 people of which

25,000 were the teachers arstholars and 1,000 were
8,000 spectats and the Piece

fitted for such a displa

EIGHTH

OF THE

() " G
U coD 'S _LOVE
DO

)

cg
V4

Hal |

COMMEMORATION

SUNDAY SCHOOL JUBILEE,| '

HELD IN THE

musins and singers. Tickets were sold to
was reported to be

y 0.

Commemorative Card 1871
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Jubilee Sing 1890lithograph from an original watercolour by WH Oddy.

THE WONDER OF THE WORLD,
SLONDIN'S TERRIFIC ASCENTS!

PIECE I'IA|.|-, HALIFA X,
On FRIDAY, the 23rd of August, 1861.

RENO WINTEID

BLONDIN

HERO OF NIAGARA

The King of thg '.l.‘tght Rope,
CATARACT ASCENSION

ROPE illll} VFBET HIEH AN]I znu_»mr LONG !
GARRYING A MAN AGROSS r» BOILING CHASM

And awful Abyss of Niagara, ENVELOPED IN A SACK,

TR WL N ™™ IDIFCDIJI)EID

As its original purpose continued to
decline, the Piece Hall nevertheles
enjoyed a period of some 50 year
when the broader uses it hosted place
it centrally at the heart of public and

coomunity |ife in

In 1861 there was an appearance by the famous

tightrope walker Blondin who walked precariously

across the courtyard on a rope positioned 60 feet

above the ground.

It was regularly used for agricultural shows and horse fairs.

the distriect. That broader

was undoubtedlyone of the key factors that helped ensure its survival throughitwet changing
fortunes of theensuingyears. The local pride in the buildingstill very fierceand strongly felt today.
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Military Display in the Piece Hall by John Wilson Anderson 17981851. Oil on Canvas

In May 1867, the Piece Hall Committee reluctantly accepted that the Piece Hall could no longer pay
its way and sought ledjadvice as to its powers to dispose of the Hall and hand it over to Halifax
Corporation as a gift. The Corporation sought parliamentary approval and in 1868 the Halifax
Improvement Act was passed, specifically enabling the transfer to take place, withceremony

and celebrations, on theOctober 1868.

6Long may it retain its fi tions,
untouched as to these fine colonnades.....
the monument of the townds terpri

Extract from the Acceptance Speech of Thomas Shaw,
Mayor oHalifax, &# October 1868

Initially, ambitious plans were drawn up to roof over the central courtyg ' ‘
and convert the building for use as a public market. However, in June 18»'0 A
the Corporation decided that the Piece Hall would be best used a$ S smm—"
wholesalemarket for fish, game, fruit and vegetables. The South entrance

was enlarged to permit access by large vehicles and the new, arched entrance was enhanced by the
installation of an imposing pair of cast iron gates, carrying the Halifax Coat of Arms. 8desHrll

soon acquired leato huts around the walkways and three large brick buildings in the centre of the
courtyard. It was to remain a wholesale market for almost a centBuyildings also began to be
erected all round its outside wall§&radually, thegrandeur of the building became occluded behind

the day to day working of the wholesale market.
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