It is hard to imagine today a
seventeen year hitch-hiking to
Istanbul but that is exactly what
John Gillow did back in the 1960s.
The stalls in the bazaar were all
piled up with amazing carpets, furs
and jewellery, nothing that a
seventeen year old could afford but
then he came across some Turkish
embroideries. These were
10shillings each and so he
purchased some as presents for
the women in his life; mother,
grandmother, sister and girlfriends.
It was his first experience of a
visiting a bazaar and the sights and
sounds of the ‘mystic east’ were to
be an attraction for life. These
were the first textiles that he
purchased and he describes this
moment as the point from when he
was hooked, not only on the textiles
but the people who made them and
the way of life in which they played
such an intrinsic part. He didn’t
know it at the time, but this was to
be the start of an all encompassing
business, nomadic lifestyle and
grand passion.

| first met John in 2002 when |

asked him to give a talk about

‘Textiles of the World’ (not a small

topic!) for a Textile Society Study

weekend in Nottingham. He

arrived larger than life (he is over
six foot tall, a little weather-beaten with brown curly hair, an infectious smile and
a booming voice) and carrying a full and heavy looking black bin bag. | had
sorted out a couple of tables for him at the front of the room and onto this he
emptied the bag. Out spilled a marvellous jumble of colourful textiles; and then a
bevy of his friends appeared each carrying a similar bin bag, each of which were
emptied onto the tables. It was soon piled high in what | can only describe as the
most exotic and exciting looking jumble sale that | had ever seen.



On this occasion (and on every other

that | have had the pleasure of hearing

John speak), the audience were

fascinated with the mixture of

information about the different textiles,

how they were made, where they were

from, who made them and how John

had acquired them. He holds up each

piece as he is discussing it and then

passes it around the room for

everyone to examine and enjoy. In the

next photograph, you can see one of

the delegates from a more recent

study weekend that | organised in

Leicester — ‘An Indian Summer:

Textiles from the Indian Sub-

Continent’ wearing one of John’s

incredible finds. At the end of each

talk, people have the opportunity to further look at the assortment of textiles that
have now found their way back to the front of the room and if they desire
purchase them. Pieces that are particularly unusual are always eagerly snapped
up, invariably by the swift individual who has got to it first!

John began buying and collecting textiles in the late 1960s, a key transitional

period in history; the cusp between ‘traditional’ methods of life and the ‘modern’

world. Today, fewer and fewer textiles are completely traditionally made

(although there are still some remote pockets) and this is evident in the textiles

that John sells. In a close examination of highly decorated pieces, for example a

headdress from the Himalayas (see photograph), the ornamentation is created
from a mixture of traditional (cowie shells) and non-
traditional (plastic buttons) items. In some
instances ‘modern’ materials from buttons to
machine-made braids may be used in decoration
due to the speed with which they can be applied
and thus create the overall desired effect so much
quicker. | originally felt saddened at this change
from entirely natural materials and/or hand-made
work. However, the more that | considered the
work, | began to think that the changes in items
used may be equally due to aesthetic
considerations in that the maker/embroider prefers
it. After all the delight in something different,
something new is probably innate in all of us and if
this is indeed the case why should we ‘regret’ the
change in character of the textiles and not simply
see it as part of a natural evolution of style?



| have a particular liking for textiles with mirror work, generally from the Kutch,
Rajasthan and Gujarat regions of India and across the border in Sind in Pakistan.
Two of my favourite pieces, which | purchased from John are masks or veils; one
which is a bridal veil (see photograph) and the other an animal’s (probably a
bullock) head ornament (see photograph). Both of them are decorated with mirror
work (shisha) which would have warded off ‘the evil eye’ from the wearer as well
as being visually attractive. The fact that they both have cracked, broken and
even missing pieces of mirror, as well as missing bits of embroidery does not
detract from their appeal. For me it simply demonstrates that the pieces were
once actively used — they have seen some life!

The textiles that John collects and sells
are invariably out of the ordinary
(irrespective of what your particular
opinion is about what they are made
from!) but how does he actually acquire
them? | was fascinated to find out that
he buys mostly from local dealers. |
suppose that | am a woefully naive in
that | had visions of John setting off
into the remote corners of the globe
like a sort of textiles version of ‘Indiana
Jones’ — He of course does venture off
around the world, which is how he gets to know the local dealers and they him
and anyway who is an arm-chair adventurer like myself to comment! By using
local dealers he is able to find the best items, help the local economy and all
without upsetting any individual woman by refusing to buy her wares. When you
purchase an item from John you know that you are paying a fair price for a
fabulous item and that the others down the chain from the local dealer from
which it was purchased through to the original maker/owner (usually a woman)
are also getting a reasonable deal.



Textiles from around the world are

often valued beyond their intrinsic

monetary value due to the time that

they have taken to be made, the

skill of the maker and the role

which they play in any given

society. It should not be forgotten

that their monetary worth is

traditionally part of their reason for

existence. In times of need textiles

can be sold to help the individual or

family survive through the hard

times; while it is sad when

someone has to part with what may be a cherished item, it is good to know that
the opportunity to remain self sufficient still exists.
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