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The implementation of the factory system in the two regions of the West Riding and the West of the Rhineland followed different lines. The differences can be explained by the structure of the respective traditional system of cloth production and different types of products, the similarities by production costs and changing market conditions.

The emergence of the factory in the cloth industry of the West Riding was related to the scribbling and fulling mills of the 1780-90s. The scribbling mills concentrated on the production of slubbings; these were processed to yarn by domestic spinners (who mostly owned little spinning jennies). Most of them worked on behalf of clothiers, others sold yarn on the market. The rate of vertically integrated firms was relatively low, yet since the beginning of the 19th century an increasing number of firms operated on a large scale. However, one of the characteristics of the West Riding’s structure was the great number of firms working on only one or two stages of production (scribbling and fulling mills); these mills still counted for 50% in the 1830s. In spite of conflicts concerning the quality of work between the clothiers and the runners of the fulling mills or the dressing masters, this traditional industrial division of labour was preserved until the middle of the 19th century.

In the West of the Rhineland two different systems of industrial cloth production emerged since the 1810s. The dominating system was the vertically integrated “cloth factory” established in Aix-la-Chapelle and Düren where the firms processed raw wool to woollen yarn, wove the cloth, finished it to fine woollen cloth, and brought it to the international markets (Düren national markets) by own sales agencies. The industry of the Rhineland took the advantage of an industrial latecomer as explained by the concept of “economic backwardness” (Gerschenkron). In the first two decades of the 19th century the emerging factories implemented up-to-date factory equipment consisting (a) of complete sets of spinning machines comprehending the willy, scribbling and carding machines, slubbing billys and spinning jennies and (b) of gig mills, shearing frames, pressing machines, gas heating etc. Labour conflicts regarding machinery were temporary. Woollen yarn was seldom sold or bought because the quality of yarn was not as easy to prove as the quality of raw wool. This changed with standardisation and testing instruments introduced in the last third of the 19th century. Specialised spinning firms emerged in the 1860s. The spinning firms produced for textile mass markets. They were increasingly employed by “cloth factories”, and by new firms that just like modern trademark firms did not own any production unit (betriebslose Unternehmen).

The second industrial system of production developed in the towns of Burtscheid and Eupen where firms were more specialised. Based on sufficent water resources firms for scouring (carbonisation) were established in Eupen and also mills that dyed cloth on behalf of clothiers of neighbouring towns. Some freestanding spinning factories in Eupen worked for the small clothiers of the region, and they produced special yarn for mixed cloth. Other firms concentrated on dressing; these employed spinning factories for spinning the raw wool they had bought, sorted and scoured in order to secure the quality of the product. They employed putting-out weavers to whom the local market did not offer any other labour (different to Aix-la-Chapelle and its industrialised hinterland). From the 1830s onwards the number of integrated cloth firms in Eupen increased. The local system of cloth production was based on medium qualities and it was closer to the characteristics of the industrial system of the West Riding than to the characteristics of the fine-cloth industry of Aix-la-Chapelle. Different from the development of the West Riding, where the substitution of labour by machines did change the industrial division of labour only to some degree (spinning mainly remained with the domestic industry). Domestic spinning in Eupen was completely replaced by independent firms that produced woollen yarn for the regional cloth industry.

Henderson’s view that ‘only slow progress was made in extending the use of modern machinery in the German woollen and worsted industries’ does obviously ignore the “economy” of the woollen cloth industry. Of course, the Rhenish industrialists followed the British “role model” with a time-lag of 25 years, but progress was not slow. Industrialists rather modernised production quickly, if they expected a “return on investment” and if the new machines were ready for fine-cloth production.

The implementation of machinery into the different industrial systems of the West Riding and the Rhineland was based on productivity increase and resulting cost advantages; and the transition to the factory cannot be sufficiently explained by the concept of transaction costs. Reduced transaction costs that resulted from the vertically integrated factory were less important than the reduction of production costs. The different developments in Aix-la-Chapelle (industrial labour markets) and Eupen (rural hinterland) indicate that factor costs have been most important. The Marglin hypothesis of “factory control” does also not comply with the evolution of the cloth factory (it is however applicable for the centralised manufactures in the 18th century).

The development of the international cloth markets and the developing industry of North America was an important factor for strengthening the firms respective competitive advantages. The West Riding e.g. suffered more from competition of worsteds and cotton textiles than the fine-cloth producers of the Rhineland. If the conclusion is correct, the markets supported the tendency (a) towards mass production of medium (and lower) quality cloth in the West Riding and (b) towards fine-cloth production in Aix-la-Chapelle. These had already been the “typical” products of the “pre-industrial” period. The firms of both regions appear to have “preferred” moving on forward on their respective historical path and competence.

