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SCOTLAND’S TEXTILE INDUSTRY 
KEEPS ON INNOVATING

I
N A YEAR when men had the 
option to have a tartan beard 
(the quirky Bonnie Beard Booth 
descended on George Square 

during August’s Piping Live! festival 
in Glasgow), the iconic Scottish 
textile joined the gin craze on a 
Pickering’s bottle and there’s been 
talk of a National Tartan Centre, 
innovation has certainly been key.

Of course, it’s not just about tartan 
– Scotland boasts an extremely 
diverse textile industry, which 
includes traditional fabrics, like 
wool, tweed and leather, as well as 
industrial textiles, such as woven 
fabrics used in stab-proof vests, sails 
and canvasses. Together, they are said 
to employ more than 8,400, boast an 
annual turnover of £835m and export 
to more than 150 markets. Our 
internationally renowned fabrics are 
catwalk regulars too, favoured by top 
designers such as Louis Vuitton.

“So many fashion houses make 
use of tweed, tartan and cashmere 
as they’re classic and versatile,” 
says celebrity stylist and fashion 
consultant, Natalie Robinson. 
“There’s been a transition from 
formal styles to more contemporary 

attire with a quirky twist – think 
Vivienne Westwood’s signature tweed 
bags or her iconic Westwood armour 
tweed jacket. Meanwhile, cashmere – 
extremely comfortable and warm – is 
a great investment. Such companies 
as House of Fraser and The White 
Company offer affordable cashmere 
products with the added bonus of 
feeling luxurious.”

John McLeish, chairman of 
registered charity, culture and 
heritage body, Scottish Tartans 
Authority, says: “Tartan is just as at 
home on the catwalks of Milan as in 
the stands of Murrayfield – it’s a story 
of feelings versus fabric, for without 
the feelings it evokes, the fabric itself 
would lack provenance and gravitas.”

Passionate about evoking positivity, 
Siobhan Mackenzie is known for her 
iconic and luxurious bespoke kilts. 

The award-winning Scottish designer, 
whose creations have featured in 
Forbes and Elle US, promises her 
next collection will incorporate 
denim and sequins into tartan, but 
she’s been busy with more than a 
bit of sparkle. Mackenzie recently 
crafted an impressive kilt using the 
tartan of Scottish gin brand Caorunn 
and, now, gin bottles sporting mini 
versions are available at Glasgow 
Airport.

Meanwhile, tweed – largely seen 
as outdoor wear since it originated 
in the 18th century – has also 
become increasingly diverse. Declyn 
Cooper, assistant buyer at menswear 
specialist, Slaters, says: “There been 
resurgence in the fabric, making 
it more fashionable to wear as a 
three-piece suit or a jacket with a 
pair of denims. This has mainly 
stemmed from high-end designers 
incorporating more tweed on the 
catwalks.” He also notes that this 
“tweed-effect” has inspired a “more 
heritage look at weddings”.

Margo Page McCoy, managing 
director at Great Scot, a retailer 
of vintage-inspired tweed pieces, 
agrees: “Our data reveals an upsurge 
in younger ladies and males of all 
ages taking an interest in how tweed 
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can upgrade their image – expect to 
see more styles in menswear, whilst 
younger women will confidently 
include tweed with jeans, shorts and 
skirts.”

Looking to other fabrics, Helena 
Smith, founder of Charleston 
Couture, which offers a range of 
handmade capes made of 100 per 
cent Scottish wool, highlights leather 
skirts and tights as key winter 2017 
trends: “Tights are back, in every 
colour, style and pattern you can 
imagine. And this season is all about 
bold colour and statement dressing 
with red being the key player.”

However, as with many industries 
these days, there is always a disruptor 
– for textiles, it comes in the form 
of a luxury fibre, said to be the ‘new 
cashmere’ for this season. Qiviut 
& Co’s new clothing and accessory 
range uses qiviut, a rare by-product 
of the arctic musk ox, which claims 
to be softer than cashmere and ten 
times warmer than wool. With 
Qiviut’s flagship jacket already 
spotted on Pippa Middleton and 
James Matthews at his 10,000-acre 
Scottish estate, founder Robert Gould 
hopes The House of Bruar will be 
stocking his products in time for 
winter.

Of course, our heritage fabrics can 
be spotted in many places other than 
the wardrobe. The Harris Tweed 
Authority is the brand regulator for 
Harris Tweed, which is defined as 
being 100 per cent pure new wool, 
dyed, spun, hand-woven at the home 
of the weaver and finished in the 
Outer Hebrides of Scotland. Chief 
executive Lorna Macaulay said: 
“Apparel is still a large market for 
Harris Tweed but the furniture, bag, 
shoe and accessory markets have 
grown. There’s been a big move into 
interiors also, with furniture covered 
in Harris Tweed and other upholstery 
uses, too. Paying attention to trends 
is a very important part of the design 
work for the producers and attending 
trade shows is important to develop 
new shades. 

“Whilst new Harris Tweed patterns 
are developed by the mills and 
independent producers each year, 
traditional patterns like herringbone 
remain popular with it being 
available in many different colours, as 
well as the classic black and white.”

About tartan, McLeish of the 
Scottish Tartan Authority says: 
“Tartan has always been about 
fashion but it has become as much 
about identity – it’s a very popular 

fabric for clothing and furnishings, 
wallpaper, carpets and designs. But 
this begs the question of whether 
tartan is a fabric or a design. Clearly, 
traditionally it’s a fabric but may 
be woven in silk or a wide range of 
materials...”

These fabrics have some less 
expected uses, too. Scottish 
Borders-based Murray Hogarth 
and Heriot-Watt University’s 
School of Textiles developed the 
luxury Asha headwear range, which 
includes turbans, headscarves and 
accessories with ‘smart textiles,’ 
offering added comfort and aroma-
theraputic benefits to women with 
cancer-related hair loss. Now a 
fast-developing sector, smart textiles 
are great news for Scottish fabric 
businesses who want to grow in a 
fresh, new way.

So, the hallmark of being made 
in Scotland comes with an air of 
exclusivity but what determines that 
all-important quality? Robinson 
advises: “The price tag is a giveaway 
but you should feel the quality in 
the fabric. Overall, better quality 
garments have more stitches per inch, 
thus have tighter seams, an additional 
thickness and any pockets should be 
constructed from the same material 
as the rest of the garment.”

Brand imitation is a big challenge 
for this complex industry.

Susan Snedden, a director of 

intellectual property (IP) and 
technology at Maclay Murray & 
Spens LLP, says: “Harris Tweed is 
protected by certification marks and 
statutory definitions of the term. Any 
third party advertising a product as 
Harris Tweed, which does not meet 
the statutory definition will be in 
breach of the certification mark.

“Meanwhile, the design of a tartan 
can be protected using a number of 
IP rights, including copyright. Novel 
tartan designs can be registered, 
which confers a monopoly right 
for up to 25 years and, if a tartan 
becomes distinctive of a business 
or entity, it can be registered as a 
trademark. Finally, EU legislation 
governs the labelling of textile 
products such as cashmere, which 
helps ensure the public can trust the 
use of such terms on products.”

This brings us nicely to the issue 
of Brexit and you may or may not 
have noticed Theresa May sporting 
the Black Watch tartan suit – 
traditionally a ‘government tartan’ – 
to announce her plans.

“Since Brexit, wool prices have 
increased dramatically and caused 
retailers a headache in pricing,” 
says Slaters’ Cooper. “Nevertheless, 
the quality of the fabric is never in 
question, therefore doesn’t deter the 
end consumer.”

Also acknowledging the rising 
cost of wool used in Scottish 
textiles but imported from around 
the globe, Euan Duncan, IPTC 
partner at MacRoberts LLP, adds: 
“Companies should ensure they 
have a manufacturing or supply 
agreement in place (that ensures 
the supply levels are at fixed rates 
and have provisions to deal with 
potential currency fluctuations) with 
companies they rely on for imports to 
secure supply levels post-Brexit.”

Finally, if this year’s trends aren’t 
for you, remember that anyone 
can develop and make their own 
fabric through third parties. Clare 
Campbell’s company, Prickly Thistle, 
offers just this: “It’s like painting a 
portrait; it’s incredibly personal to the 
client and the process is tailored to 
each,” she explains.

“One of the coolest I’ve created is 
the Skyscanner design – the blend 
of two well-known industries for 
Scotland. The age-old heritage 
industry woven with one of the most 
successful business stories of modern 
times – for me this validates that this 
ancient product has certainly not had 
its time.” ■
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