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‘Sion Mills is a place apart. Under the benevolent, guiding hand of
the Herdman family the model village of Sion Mills developed around
a large flax spinning mill on the banks of the river Mourne in County
Tyrone’. ‘The Herdman Family and Sion Mills, An Irish linen dynasty
and its utopian legacy.’ Jonathan Hamill, 2017.
The linen thread spinning industry, established on the riverside
site in 1835, continued in production for over 150 years under the
direction of generations of the Herdman family. It was the largest
single commercial enterprise occupying a complex of buildings in
the rural landscape of west Ulster.
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Strabane’s most fruitful period came with the building of the canal
and the coming of the railway. Situated in rich agricultural land,
Strabane became an important market town. The introduction
of linen manufacturing in the early 1700s led to a period of rapid
growth.

The conveyor belt of Tillies famous white shirt, FAC 3-15. Bigger & McDonald Collection. Courtesy of
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In the 1700s, Derry and the surrounding region prospered as a
linen town and trading port. From the middle of the 1800s the city
experienced an industrial revolution in distilling, shipbuilding and
shirt making.
Derry prospered in the textile trade for many years with factories
dominating the cityscape. A female workforce powered much of the
industrial development and produced some of the finest shirts in
the world. The decline of the linen industry from the 1830s, played a
significant role in the birth of the shirt industry as there was a plentiful
supply of skilled female labour. The rapid growth of cities in Britain
and the growing fashion towards cotton shirts, circumstances were
favourable for the establishment of a shirt industry.
The introduction of the factory system
in the 1850s contributed to the city’s
expansion. The invention of the sewing
machine in 1853 and the arrival of
several Scottish businessmen ensured
that the shirt industry was factory
based. The number of shirt factories
in the city increased from 5 in the
1850s to 38 by 1902. By 1926 the
city had 44 factories employing 8,000
of the 45,000 population. By 1900
the assembly line approach to shirt
making increased effectiveness to
meet global demand, with each worker
specialising in a particular aspect of
production.

The business responded successfully to technological change
(water power to steam power to hydro powered electricity, to rail
and road transport) and at the time of its closure was producing
linen thread in one of the most modern spinning plants in the
world. Successive generations of workers were housed in a village
community, developed and managed in domestic dwellings, public
buildings and open spaces.
The Mill closed in 2004 and
the Sion Mills Buildings
Preservation Trust have ensured
the preservation of not only a
substantial archive and museum
collection but also some of the
buildings.
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To celebrate the opening of David Hogg’s and Charles Mitchell’s
five-storey factory on Great James Street in 1898, a specially
chartered steamer was hired to bring over guests from England.
Shirt making in Derry reached its peak in the 1920s when, together
with their outworkers, 18,000 people were employed. The city
became one of the largest and well recognised producers of shirts
across Europe.
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Mill Interior, Sion Mills, c. 1910. D1422/B/7/5 Courtesy of Public Records Office of Northern Ireland

Strabane was an important railway junction and as a manufacturing
town it was one of the busiest towns in the North of Ireland. The
shirt industry was developed upon a large scale, and several firms
had factories in the town.
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The first recorded evidence of a factory is for 1848, a Barrack Street
Factory owned by James Kennedy. Factories were also evident on
Church Street and the Derry Road.
The Drying Room, FAC 4-14. Bigger & McDonald
Collection. Courtesy of Libraries NI
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Gourlie & Sons Shirt making Factory on the Derry Road opened
in 1865. Abercorn Factory, also known as Porters Factory on the
Derry Road, received a Royal Warrant for its Grosvenor Shirts in
2013. Continuing the same level of skill and commitment to quality
which once made Strabane a shirt manufacturing center in Ireland.
The factory closed in 2020.
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