Cover up

AMELIA THORPE DISCOVERS THE FUTURE LOOKS WARM FOR BLAN

Blankets, so the story goes, date back to the fourt;eenth
century when a Flemish weaver, Thomas Blanquette,
slept under undyed woven wool to keep warm. Clive

. Edwards, in his Encyclopedia of Furnishing Textiles,
Floor Coverings and Home Furnishing Practices notes
that thicker merino. wool 'Spanish blankets' and silk

\ - variations were used in Tudor times, while, in 1653, \
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woollen blankets at the family-owned Hainsworth mill
and O'Brien believes its success is linked to the ability
to produce extra-wide blankets. 'Many foreign imports
are woven on narrower looms, so they don't cover a
super king-size bed,' she says.

O'Brien admits the market for blankets is getting
older. So how can they attract a younger audience who
have grown up with duvets? O'Brien is quick to
promote the benefits of sleeping under wool. 'lt's a
natural fibre which wicks away moisture and regulates
body temperature,' she enthuses.

But it is Atkinson's orders for throws that are
booming, something that Jo Riley, owner of Atlantic
Blankets, is also experiencing. 'Lots of people use
throws as decorative finishing touches, then find that
they don't just hang them on the back of the sofa but
really use them,'" she says. The Atlantic Blanket
Company only began in October last year and focuses
on products made around the Atlantic seaboard. Riley
works with family firms in traditional mills but instils a
contemporary edge. Her favourites include rare breed
wool throws and baby blankets made from small flocks
of sheep and goats in West Cornwall.

John Atkinson's fortunes remain afloat for another
reason, too: it produces traditional 'point' blankets for
the Hudson's Bay Company in Canada. The term

‘point' derives from the French empointer, meaning 'to

make threaded stitches on cloth'. When first
introduced to the fur trade in Canada in about 1780,
each blanket was graded according to its weight and
size using a point system, then identified by the
number of fine indigo lines woven into its side.
Blankets vary but a classic design is white with four
stripes (indigo, yellow, red and green) at each end.

Traditional products are important to another
English blanket manufacturer, Early's of Witney,
founded by Thomas Early in 1669. Although blanket
weaving ceased in the Oxfordshire town in 2002,
Early's continues to operate and retains its Royal
Warrant. '"We took our weaving machinery abroad to
Portugal and Lithuania,' explains Martyn Prior, director
and third generation of his family to work for Early's,
but the cloth is made up in Derbyshire. Early's buys its
wool mainly from New Zealand, before it is blended,
spun, woven, scoured and milled. The Early range
includes its famous horse blankets: a true creature
comfort they are designed to keep a horse warm,
particularly after a race, and are made of heavyweight
wool. They are usually striped at each end with a solid
colour in between, often red and navy stripes with a
gold body' says Prior.

When it comes to patterned blankets, it is Welsh
doublecloth with its distinctive bold and geometric

design that springs to mind. Melin Tregwynt weave

blankets and throws in this traditional way (two fabrics,
each with its own warp and weft, crossed over to
create a pattern), using contemporary designs and
colours to appeal to a market that Amanda Griffiths,
director of the company, describes as ‘constantly
changing'. Griffiths feels strongly about the need to
preserve the skills required to produce doublecloth
designs. 'They are the antithesis of surface design and
digital printing. Anybody can print digitally, as all you
need is suitable software, printers and no technical
expertise at all,' she says. 'In contrast, to design and
work in doublecloth, you need real knowledge of textile
design and special equipment." Melin Tregwynt has
entered into partnerships with colleges to ensure
students get some experience of this type of design
and of production at the company's mill in Wales.
'Once lost, these skills cannot be regained,’ she warns.

Designer Eleanor Pritchard also uses the double-
cloth technique. What is it that appeals about
blankets? 'It is partly that | love their generosity of
scale,' she says, 'and | like the fact that they are
functional." She finishes her designs with simple
blanket stitching, preferring its 'straightforward" finish
to tassels and fringes. 'And I'm fussy about words too,'
she admits. 'l prefer “blanket” to “throw”. “Blanket”
has boarding school connotations. A throw is

decorative, but a blanket is made to keep you warm.'»
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01 Husdon’s bay point blanket from /140
T: +44 (0)20 8341 9721 www.selvedge.org 02
Cairngorm 50% Lambswool 50% cotton, £90
Anta, T: +44(0)1862 832 477, www.anta.co.uk
03 Light grey 'Flora' blanket, 80% lambswool,
20% cotton, £99, Klippan, T: +46 (0)435 448
880, www.klippanyllefabrik.se 04 Reversible
burgundy throw, 100% cashmere, £475,
Johnstons of Elgin, T: +44 (0)1343 554 000,
www.johnstonscashmere.com 05 Broadstripe red
throw, £85, Melin Tregwynt, T: +(0)1348 891
225, www.melintregwynt.cok 06 WW2 brown
army blanket with red stripe, vintage, [£75,
Sasha Gibb, T: +44 (0)1534 863 211,
www.barefootbusiness.com/sasha_gibb.htiml 07
Oleana Rose pattern#204 cotton and merino
blanket C$360 T: +1 604 801 6262
www.urbanity.ca 08 Cream, brown/grey, red
check, vintage, £285, The Great English
Outdoors, T: +44 (0)1497 821 205,
www.greatenglish.couk 09 Tripp weavers, $225
Marthas Vinyard, trippatwindylall@yahoo.com 10
Dark grey 'Orie' blanket, 100% lambswool,
£99, Klippan, as before 11 Oleana cotton
and merino checkered blanket #201,
£180 Shannon, T: +44(0)1225 424 222
www.shannon-uk.com12 Pia Wallen 100% wool
crux blanket 4350 SEK T: +46 8 665 33 29
www.piawallen.se 13 Eleanor Pritchard 100%
wool uniform stripe blanket, £120, selvedge, as
before 14 Duchess red blanket with satin
border, 100% merino wool, £110, John
Atkinson, T: +44 (0)113 395 5696,
www.atkinsonblankets.couk 19 Eleanor Pritchard
100%wool  doublecloth  blanket, /220,

Selvedge as before.
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