
http://www.bbc.co.uk/ni/learning/pfocus 1

B B C Northern Ireland Learning

KS 2

Programme 8: Linen Geography

Primary Focus
Teacher's Notes

ABOUT THE UNIT 

In this geography unit of four programmes, we cover our local linen and textiles industries, Northern Ireland canals 

and water management.  The unit has cross curricular links with science.

BROADCAST DATES       BBC2 12.10-12.30PM

Programme Title Broadcast Date

7 Geography - Textile Industry 10 March 2003

8 Geography - Linen 17 March 2003

9 Geography - Canals 24 March 2003

10 Geography - Water 31 March 2003

PROGRAMME - LINEN

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of the programme pupils should be able to

• understand the history of linen

• understand and identify the stages in linen production

• identify linen material and what it can be used for

ABOUT THE PROGRAMME

The programme looks at the production of linen, how it forms a central part of our industrial heritage and today’s linen 

production methods.

The programme is divided into several sections. The introduction explains what linen is. As the oldest fabric known 

to man, it was used extensively in ancient Egypt where it appeared in many illustrations. Egyptian linen can be seen 

today wrapped around the mummy in the Ulster Museum.

Linen’s versatility assures its continued use – for clothes, household goods (including tea towels, table cloths, wall 

coverings, sheets and pillowcases) and it has also been used for aircraft wings, army uniforms, tents and kitbags.

The programme shows how linen is produced from fl ax, a plant that thrives in warm, damp soil.

Flax was once widely cultivated in Ireland, but most linen manufactured here today uses fl ax imported from Belgium 

and Northern France. We see the anatomy of the fl ax plant and follow some stages the manufacturing process.

THE STAGES OF LINEN PRODUCTION

Harvesting:  pulling rather than cutting in order not to shorten the fi bres.

Retting:  beating the fl ax straw to remove the woody matter.

Weaving:  making cloth by crossing one set of threads over and under another set of threads.
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Bleaching, dyeing and fi nishing:

   to produce the fi ne white of coloured cloth, this includes ‘beetling’ (a process in which linen 

cloth was pounded for anything from a day to a fortnight in order to produce a high gloss).

Technological change is explored and an archive fi lm, ‘The Wee Blue Blossom’, is shown.

After a brief history of linen in Ulster, the fi nal section of the programme looks at the most up-to-date methods in local 

linen production, including the use of computers, international markets and environmental considerations. It shows 

how manufacturers today must take steps to ensure that the water that is used at so many stages of production 

returns to rivers in a pure, clean state. A number of underlying themes could be developed, for example, linen as a 

natural fabric, the effects of technology on industry and the effects of industry on the environment.

Key words used during 

programme:

Key words and concepts: fl ax, lint, dam, retting, scutching, spinning, doffi ng, 

weaving, weaving shed, dyeing, beetling, fi nishing, pollution, effl uent.

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES  Before the Programme

Activity Tasks Worksheets Relevance to

NI Curriculum

                         WHOLE CLASS

Discussion Talk about the clothes you are wearing and 

the fabrics they are made from. What fabrics 

do you use at home and where do they 

come from?

English

Develop oral skills.

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES  After the Programme

Activity Tasks Worksheets Relevance to

NI Curriculum

                         WHOLE CLASS
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Discussion

Writing

Discuss the many uses of linen and the 

reasons why it is such a versatile fabric.

Visit a spinning mill or a weaving factory.

Visit the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, 

Cultra (see Resources).

Visit the Benburb Heritage Centre (see 

Resources) and compare an old weaving 

factory with a modern one.

Discuss how issues affect industry – for 

example the impact of technological change 

and the importance of caring for the 

environment.

Get each pupil to write to an ancient 

Egyptian explaining how linen is made 

today. Try to remember to use the special 

words for each of the processes and think 

about which methods you can use that an 

ancient Egyptian would not have had.

English

Develop oral and 

written skills.

                                   INDIVIDUAL
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RESOURCES

Irish Linen Centre

The Irish Linen Centre is part of the town museum in Lisburn. It follows all aspects of the linen-making industry from 

the seventeenth century until today.  It features a short fi ctionalised audio-visual presentation on a linen fi rm’s history. 

You see what a spinner’s cottage or a bleak Victorian mill were like, or look at the collection of old costumes.

Contact:

Irish Linen Centre

Market Square

Lisburn

County Antrim

BT28 lAG.

Ferguson Linen Centre

Fergusons in Banbridge, the exclusive producer of double damask linen, has an exhibition centre that tells the story of 

linen and the history of the company.

Contact:

Ferguson Linen Centre

Scarva Road

Banbridge

County Down

BT32 3AU.

Web site: www.fergusonsirishlinen.com/factorytour/index.htm

Benburb Valley Heritage Centre

A former linen mill now houses the Benburb Valley Heritage Centre, which contains a good collection of linen-making 

machinery and a steam engine. You can experience the sights and sounds of warping, weaving, dyeing and beetling. 

Contact:

Benburb Valley Heritage Centre

Benburb

County Tyrone

BT71 7LZ.

The Irish Linen Guild

The Irish Linen Guild has a web site containing lots of information on linen-making in Ireland. It also produces a 

number of leafl ets about linen, including ‘Irish Linen, Nature’s Fabric’ and ‘Irish Linen, A History’. 

Contact 

The Irish Linen Guild

5c The Square

Hillsborough

County Down

BT26 6AG

Tel: 02892 689999

Fax: 02892 689968 

Web site: www.irishlinen.co.uk/

The Ulster Folk and Transport Museum

The Ulster Folk and Transport Museum at Cultra produce a range of publications on linen. These include ‘Linen: 

Continuity and Change’ (in association with the Irish Linen Guild) and illustrations of the Irish Linen Industry in 1783 

by William Hinks. They also have a permanent exhibition on linen and often have linen days with demonstrations of 

traditional manufacturing techniques. 
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Contact:

The Education Offi cer

Ulster Folk and Transport Museum

Cultra

Holywood

County Down

BT18 0EU 

Tel: 02890 428 428

Fax: 02890 428 728

Web site: www.nidex.com/uftm/index.htm

NORTHERN IRELAND CURRICULUM

Geography: methods of geographical enquiry, physical environments; human environments; issues in a 

changing world.

History: knowledge and understanding of history; acquiring and evaluating historical information; 

technology and change in Victorian times in industry and agriculture.

Science: knowledge and understanding of science and human infl uences on the earth; energy.

English: Talking and listening, reading and writing.

Art & Design: Investigating; realisation.

Photographs

Ulster Folk + Transport Museum 

(WA Green Collection, Ref. Nos. 1019 and 1023)

1 ‘Spinning and winding yarn, early 20th century’.

2 ‘Breaking fl ax and scutching, early 20th century’.

Photograph reproduced with the kind permission of the Trustees of the Ulster Museum:

3 ‘Woman at loom in an old weaving factory’. (From the Hogg Collection Ref. No: H10/31/13)


