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The refurbished Piece Hall looking across the levelled courtyard with stone steps and 

benches. At the bottom are cascading stepped water features 
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By John Stuart 

The Piece Hall in Halifax was built in 1779, it is a unique building and a rare surviving example of a large-

scale, purpose-built cloth hall. It served as a central market for handloom weavers where buyers and sellers of 

locally made cloth could meet to exchange goods and merchandise. The name refers to the lengths of cloth that 

were sold, a ‘piece’ being a length of cloth some 30 yards long. There were a number of other such cloth halls 

in existence at the same time, but all have since been demolished. Incredibly the Piece Hall itself came 

perilously close to demolition in 1972 and was saved by just one council vote.  

 

 

Left: The sloping 

cobbled square 

courtyard from the 

south gateway 

looking towards the 

north gateway 

before it was 

levelled to create a 

piazza.                                                                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

Right: The levelled courtyard with stone                                                                                                                            

steps, it has a capacity of up to 7,500                                                                                                                                

people for events. On the right are                                                                                                                                       

cascading stepped water features                                                                                                                                                            

with stone benches for visitors. 

 

The Piece Hall which is a Grade I listed                                                                                                                                                

building is the only intact surviving 18th                                                                                                                         

century cloth trading hall and has recently                                                                                                                   

undergone a £19 million refurbishment,                                                                                                                                  

repairs and conservation.  
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Above: Looking across the levelled courtyard with stone steps and benches. At the bottom are cascading 

stepped water features.  

The work was carried out funded largely by Calderdale Council and a £7 million Heritage Lottery Fund, with 

additional support from Garfield Weston Foundation and The Wolfson Foundation. The renovation work was 

completed in July 2017, and reopened to the public on 1st August 2017. The Piece Hall is now operated by an 

independent body, the newly formed charity ‘The Piece Hall Trust’. 

Restored to its former glory the Piece Hall has been adapted to meet modern demands whilst preserving its 

unique character. The sloping cobbled 66,000 square foot courtyard that once stood at the centre of the 

colonnaded Piece Hall has been levelled creating an open-air piazza with cascading stepped water features in 

opposite corners intended to reflect the historic importance of water in cloth production. The finely grained 

sandstone has been cleaned, conserved and restored to reveal its cream-coloured arches and pillars. Some of the 

original 315 rooms in the arcades in which clothiers once sold handwoven woollen cloth have been combined 

and now contain new independent shops, cafés and offices.  

Three new spaces are dedicated to The Piece Hall’s heritage, they include ‘The Piece Hall Story’ which 

explains the history of The Piece Hall, a Trader’s Room in an original unit restored with audio and visual 

facilities that recreate the 

atmosphere of a bustling 

trading day in the Piece 

Hall, and the Map Room 

with interactive displays 

showing how woollen cloth 

sold in Halifax was traded 

across the world.  

 

 

Left: Inside ‘The Piece Hall 

story’ exhibition which 

includes a handloom of the 

late 1700s in the centre of 

the photo and a spinning 

wheel of the early 1800s. 
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Prince Charles 

and Camilla visit 

the Piece Hall  
On Friday February 16th 2018 

the Prince of Wales and the 

Duchess of Cornwall were 

invited to unveil a plaque to 

mark the official opening of the 

Piece Hall by Roger Marsh, 

chair of the Piece Hall Trust. The royal couple were greeted by waiting crowds, many of them children waving 

flags and cheering loudly. Camilla, Duchess of Cornwall was presented 

with flowers during her visit to the Piece Hall. The unveiling of a 

commemorative plaque was accompanied to the tune of John Williams’ 

The Olympic Spirit’ played by the Black Dyke Mills Band.  

Prince Charles is known for his interest in architectural buildings and 

remarked that the Piece Hall was ‘a marvellous building’, and that he ‘had 

wanted to come back for 25 years’.  

 

Right: Prince Charles’ visit to the Piece Hall in 1987, he is shaking                                 

hands over the top of the barriers which hold the crowds back. 

The team behind the multi-million pound scheme to refurbish the Grade I listed 

Georgian Piece Hall were delighted with the royal couple’s visit. The Piece Hall 

was built by clothiers to make Halifax town one of the most prosperous places in 

the north. The royal couple were given a tour the 18th century Piece Hall and 

visited businesses in the galleries. Six pupils from the Holy Trinity Primary 

School met the Duchess in the new bookshop and presented her with an 

anthology of writings based on Michael Morpurgo’s book Coming Home. This 

was one of several gifts presented to the royal couple. At the Yorkshire Soap 

Company the owner Marcus Doyle gave Prince Charles a couple of their gingerbread men soaps which 

impressed him. The Piece Hall gift shop put together a hamper of local items that included a print of the 

building, postcards and a limited edition commemoration mug, only 1,000 have been made.   

Right: The Prince of Wales and The Duchess of Cornwall 

inside ‘The Piece Hall Story’ exhibition. 

The royal visit came to an end by the Prince of Wales and 

The Duchess of Cornwall ringing the Piece Hall’s trading 

bell, by its cord pulley which 

is in the Map Room to 

signify the building’s new 

transformation followed by 

waving to the crowd from 

the gallery.   

Left: Prince Charles, Prince 

of Wales and Camilla, 

Duchess of Cornwall ringing 

the Piece Hall’s trading bell.  
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HISTORY 

The story of textiles has a long history, there is evidence for the spinning 

and weaving of cloth since at least the Bronze Age about 2000 BC. The 

clothes that these people wore do not usually survive, being made of soft 

organic materials, they decompose in the ground. Although some pieces of 

clothing have survived, being preserved in waterlogged conditions and 

there is evidence of coarse cloth impressions on baked clay. What have 

survived are tools made of bone, stone, antler or baked clay that were used 

to make the clothing. The earliest invention was a whorl for spinning wool. 

Thread was spun using a drop spindle weighted at one end by a stone or 

clay whorl to provide tension. Rough circular stone whorls with a hole in 

the middle have been found on Rishworth Moor, near Halifax that belong 

to this early period and are the earliest surviving evidence for making 

cloths in Halifax. This very simple domestic occupation of spinning and 

weaving to provide clothes for the family is the basis on which the rural 

cottage industry was formed.  

Above: Bronze Age tools made of bone, stone, antler                                                                                             

or baked clay that were used to make clothing. 

Right: A young Iron Age girl spinning wool using a drop spindle. 

By the Middle Ages there was enormous demand for wool, mainly to 

produce cloth and everyone who had land, from peasants, abbeys to 

major landowners, raised sheep. There is evidence for the mediaeval 

textile industry in Halifax in the form of a pair of cropper’s shears 

inscribed alongside a 12th century cross on a stone grave slab cover 

fixed against the north wall of the south porch of St John the Baptist of 

the Halifax Minster. It was the custom in medieval times to inscribe a 

grave slab with a symbol of the deceased’s trade, but nothing is known 

of the cloth-worker who was buried under this stone grave slab cover 

in about 1150. The shears were used for trimming the surface of 

the woollen cloth after the cloth had been fulled.     

Left: The 12th century stone grave slab cover carved with a 

simple plain cross, which has two steps at its base. The shaft is 

broad and the circular head has four arms with sunken panels 

between. On the right of the cross shaft is a pair of cropper’s 

shears with broad square blades the deceased’s trade symbol. 

Textile manufacture during the medieval period in Halifax probably developed as a means of supplementing the 

meagre incomes of impoverished farmers. The land was largely unsuitable for growing grain crops but the 

rough grass on the hill slopes was very suitable for rearing sheep. This pastoral farming with a frequent supply 

of rainwater flowing through streams in the deep valleys of Calderdale was ideal for the development of the 

domestic textile market. The first written evidence for the earliest weaver in the parish of Halifax occurs in the 

Wakefield manorial court rolls which records Thomas the Webster, of Hipperholme, May 1275. Webster is the 

surname for weaver. Roger the Fuller of Rastrick is mentioned in 1274, William the fuller of Sowerby in 1275, 

Thomas Walker, the fuller of Warley in 1286, Richard Walker of Sowerby in 1296 and Ralph the fuller at 

Halifax in 1306. Fulling was the processes by which the cloth was pounded in soapy water so that the fibres of 

the cloth matted together, this was originally done by foot, until the 13th century, hence the surname Walker.  

In 1473 far from the beginning of the Halifax woollen industry, duty of one penny was being charged on every 

piece of cloth sold. Records show that Halifax produced a yearly output of nearly 3,000 cloths, this was the 

highest total in West Yorkshire at this time.  
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In the 16th and 17th centuries it was relatively easy for a farmer to set up a wooden handloom, which was 

cheap to make, in his own home to manufacture cloth. Halifax weavers produced coarse hardwearing and 

inexpensive cloth known as kersey that was often used for military uniforms. Before 1800 the wool industry 

was largely carried out in cottages of the people providing a livelihood for almost the entire area. 

The process of manufacture began with shearing sheep, the wool varied with the district and breed of sheep and 

even in 1588 the Halifax weavers found their local wools too coarse. After sorting, the wool was washed or 

scoured in a stream and when dry the raw wool was ready for carding or combing into a workable form. Spun 

into yarn, on a spinning wheel, this was the Great Wheel or one-thread Wheel, it was driven by a single cord 

from the wheel to the spindle. The spinning wheels had been introduced into England in about 1350. The weft 

yarn was wound round bobbins and the cloth woven on a narrow wooden loom. The invention of the ‘flying 

shuttle’ in 1733 by John Kay who was born in Bury, Lancashire greatly reduced the strain and labour of 

weaving, although it was still slow and tedious work. After the cloth was fulled, it was stretched on wooden 

tenters frames in fields to dry, in the final process it was cropped, dyed and pressed ready for sale. The whole 

family became involved in the industry, both young and old, male and female each assigned to a particular task 

according to ability. Spinning took up so much time that it was usually undertaken by unmarried women who 

were and still are called spinsters, men worked the loom.   

Right: Illustration from George Walker’s 

Costume of Yorkshire of 1814. Plate 29 shows 

a woman spinning with the Great Wheel.      

In about 1475, Halifax produced more cloth 

than any other parish in the West Riding, and 

was to keep this position for more than three 

centuries.    

The lengths of cloth that were produced were 

known as ‘pieces’ and they were generally 

made in lengths of 30 yards – the width of the 

‘piece’ being dictated by the width of the 

loom. The finished pieces of woven cloth were 

then taken to the local cloth markets for sale.  

 

In 1724 Daniel Defoe who stayed for some time in Halifax was 

impressed by the scenes of activity through the cottage windows and 

open doors and gives a vivid description. ‘We saw houses full of 

lusty fellows, some at the dye-vat, some dressing the cloths, some in 

the loom, all hard at work and full employed. The women and 

children always busy carding or spinning, so that all can gain their 

bread even from the youngest to the ancient.’ These hard-working 

West Yorkshire weavers of over two hundred years ago were 

certainly seriously involved in the textile industry. At the time 

Daniel Defoe wrote his account each cottage had one or two small 

fields attached to it, a cow or two were kept for the family, but little 

or no corn was grown. The weaver kept a horse to carry his cloth to 

the fulling mill and market.  

    

Left: Handloom weaver throwing the shuttle from hand to hand 

gradually filling the weft to make cloth. This was slow and tedious 

work and it took the weaver nearly two hours to weave one yard of 

cloth on a wooden handloom.  
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Right: Inside a weaver’s cottage with an early hand 

loom. The weaver can be seen operating the treadles by 

his feet to raise the heddles to throw the shuttle with                        

his body stooping forward. The spinning wheel on the                      

left was driven by a single cord from the wheel to the 

spindle. It was a familiar object in almost every cottage 

At the beginning of the 18th century Halifax weavers 

began to try weaving finer cloth. Their staple trade had 

been coarse woollen kerseys. Now they turned their 

attention to worsteds which is finer and brighter than 

woollen yarn. The introduction of the worsted trade was one of the great landmarks in the history of local 

textile trade and eventually made the West Riding into the greatest cloth centre of the world.   

Markets for the sale of cloth pieces were found in all the major towns of West Yorkshire. The first mention of a 

cloth hall in Halifax was in 1572 recorded as being situated in the area known as Hall End near Waterhouse 

Street. It was very successful from the start but by the beginning of the 18th century it was in poor repair and 

renovation was necessary. It was also inundated with trade and unable to cope with the demand, manufacturers 

were having to sell their cloth in the street on boards laid across trestles in rows. This led to the dissatisfaction 

with the weather. At this time the neighbouring textile centres were building larger and more prestigious cloth 

halls to cater for the growing trade, this prompted local manufacturers to consider a better building big enough 

to contain all the manufactures for Halifax. The first Woollen Cloth Hall at Hall End continued to be used until 

1779, when the new Piece Hall at Talbot Field opened then it ceased to be used as a cloth hall. It is recorded 

that in 1797 the building had been divided into separate shops each with individual tenants and traded in a 

variety of goods until 1826 when the cloth hall was demolished for road improvement.   

PLAN FOR BUILDING A PIECE HALL IN HALIFAX 

A public meeting was held at the Talbot Hotel on 9th April 1774 to discuss the plan for building a Piece Hall in 

Halifax and those who had land to sell for the proposed Hall were invited to attend. They also elected a 

committee to be responsible for the building of the Hall. Several sites were made available but only two were 

seriously considered by the manufacturers, namely a field known as the ‘Cross Close’ on the northern side of 

the town, a part of which was used much later as the site of the 1948 bus station, and ‘Talbot Close field’ in 

close proximity to the Talbot Inn on the south of the town. The latter was offered as a gift by John Caygill of 

the Shay, and a man of some standing in the town, he was also one of the wealthiest merchants in Halifax who 

owned the Talbot Inn, near Woolshops, where all the Piece Hall meetings took place and Caygill Square.  

Left: A sketch of the old Talbot Inn, Woolshops 

where a meeting was held in 1774 to discuss plans 

for building a Piece Hall. It closed in 1918 and the 

new Talbot Inn was built on the same site which 

opened in 1926. This 

closed in 1974 and 

was demolished in 

1979 as part of the 

redevelopment of 

Woolshops. 

 

 

Right: Portrait of John Caygill (1708-1787) by John Hoppner. It was                        

painted a year after the Piece Hall opened, when Caygill was                                               

72 years old. He built and lived at Shay Hall. 

THE HALIFAX PIECE HALL      9 



Caygill argued strongly for the new cloth hall to be built on his property, letting the land at only five shillings a 

year and offered an additional donation of 800 Guineas (equivalent to about £650,000 in today’s money) 

towards the building costs if the manufacturers accepted his land. No doubt John Caygill’s incentives 

influenced the final outcome, he was obviously a shrewd business man and realised that locating the new Cloth 

Hall on his land would place the town’s major commercial centre next to his adjacent properties and businesses. 

After much deliberation and a degree of opposition as to which site to favour, ‘Talbot Close field’ became the 

chosen site, despite the fact that it lay on sloping ground.  

THE BUILDING OF THE PIECE HALL 

The first plan submitted was for a circular building, probably like the oval Cloth Hall in Huddersfield that 

opened in 1766, this was suggested by Thomas Bradley, who became the chief engineer of the Calder and 

Hebble Navigation Company in 1792. This was rejected because of the problem of the sloping ground and it 

would have lost 20% of the available land. The final plan chosen was a rectangular building surrounding a 

spacious courtyard of some 10,000 square yards, but who designed the Piece Hall is something of a fascinating 

mystery. A lack of documentary evidence means that the architect of the Piece Hall has not been conclusively 

identified, though the most likely contender is Thomas Bradley. This ascription was made by F. A. Leyland a 

local man in 1887, and may have originated from White’s 1837 ‘History, Gazeteer and directory of the West 

Riding of Yorkshire’. Other contenders are John and Samuel Hope and John Carr. There is little more than 

circumstantial evidence for either; it is known that Carr was associated with the leading figures in the Piece 

Hall campaign, including the Ibbotsons, Caygill’s wife’s family, and Caygill’s Square was attributed to him.  

The Hope brothers were the main 

contractors and builders and it is 

possible that Bradley conceived the 

design, and the Hope brothers worked 

on the detail and the construction. It is 

far from clear who was responsible for 

the design but whoever designed the 

Hall by 1775 plans were drawn up and 

the Committee for the Piece Hall chose 

the Hope brothers to prepare estimates 

for the building work.    

                 

 

                                          

  

  

 

 

Left: A reconstructed map of Halifax 

in about 1779 showing the Piece Hall 

before the West Gate was built into 

Vicar Field in 1782. The Piece Hall 

originally stood in open fields but the 

setting has changed by the expansion of the town during the 19th century. In 1959 the brick Georgian Caygill 

square which stood in front the Piece Hall was demolished, it was replaced with a new shopping and car-park 

redevelopment in 1983. This removal of buildings has exposed better views of the Piece Hall in particular the 

main North Gate entrance. The Square Independent Chapel was built in 1772   
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Work began in 1775 and within four years at a cost of about £12,000 (equivalent to about one million pounds in 

today’s money) the new Piece Hall was formally opened with much fanfare and public ceremony on New 

Year’s Day, Friday 1st January 1779 as a market for domestic handloom weavers and small merchants to sell 

their pieces of cloth. The majority of the money was raised by subscription of local clothiers.  

The opening ceremony was attended by the Piece Hall committee, with a large crowd from all over Halifax and 

beyond who had congregated to participate in the opening celebrations. After the North Gate was 

ceremoniously opened with a silver key, a grand procession of local tradesmen headed by bands of music 

marched from the Piece Hall through the streets of Halifax which were crowded throughout the entire route. A 

song was sung that seems to commemorate the involvement of the Hope family. In the evening there was a 

thrilling fireworks display by the ‘celebrated Signor Pietro, consisting of a beautiful Egyptian Pyramid 

illumined with spiral wheels, globes and vertical wheels to be set on fire by a pigeon’. The following morning 

before the bell rang for the commencement of business a group of manufactures and merchants assembled at 

the North Gate for business where congratulation and sincere hopes were expressed ‘that future generations 

would know how to appreciate work which had involved so much labour and thought and on which high genius 

has expanded its priceless gifts’.  

Above: An inside view of The Piece Hall, Halifax; taken from the West Gateway. From an engraving by W. 

Burgess in E. Jacobs ‘History of Halifax’ 1789. Note the room arrangement behind the semi-circular arches on 

the ground floor level, known as the Arcade, they are in the same position as the ones on the floor above. The 

rooms we see today in the Arcade are not original  

THE DESIGN OF THE PIECE HALL  

The Piece Hall was designed as a large courtyard built on markedly sloping ground from west to east and to a 

lesser degree from north to south. Along each of the four sides are open aisles or galleries with columns and 

arches facing into the courtyard with a series of small trading rooms to the rear. These individual rooms for 

traders enable confidentiality of transactions. The central courtyard is entered through the North Gate on the 

north side. Opposite was the South Gate, then a pedestrian entrance which was seldom used, as no traffic was 

permitted to enter this way. There are three storeys on the east side and two storeys on the west side. As a result 

of the sloping landscape there are two storeys on the higher north and south side and three storeys on the lower 

side which drops to 17 feet.    
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In design Roman classical architecture was adopted and incorporated into the galleries. The Colonnade level on 

the top floor has circular Tuscan columns regularly spaced out with three abutting columns in each of the four 

corners. The gallery floor is paved with plain flagstones and originally had 129 individual small trading rooms.  

The Rustic level in the middle extends continuously around the entire building and has five steps on each side 

of the North Gateway giving access to the gallery. It has square jointed columns evenly spaced out that 

correspond with the Tuscan columns above on the Colonnade level. The gallery floor is also paved with plain 

flagstones and originally it had 126 individual small trading rooms. 

The Arcade level on the ground floor on the east side, and part of the north and south sides of the courtyard    

has massive rustic square columns supporting semi-circular arches at regularly intervals. The central arch has 

circular windows on both sides and the Arcade had 60 rooms but the ones today are not the original rooms.  

 

Left: The east 

elevation showing 

the three styles of 

architecture with 

rooms in the arcades 

with doors and 

windows.  

 

 

 

Below: Inside the 

Piece Hall showing 

the ground tapering 

away from the higher 

western side sloping 

by 17 feet to the east. 

In total there were 315 rooms around the courtyard mostly measuring approximately 8 feet wide by 12 feet with 

the exception of the rooms at the end of each range, which are smaller, having an angled corner to create a 

diagonal passageway onto the staircase landings. Later in the Piece Hall’s history many of the rooms were 

knocked though internally to create larger units occupying two or three former rooms, though this is not 

apparent on the outside walking along the galleries. All the rooms had a window and door opening onto the 

gallery and a blind rear wall. Only a few of the twelve panes windows are original but the six-panelled doors 

are believed to have been replaced during the 1974 refurbishment. Each room was numbered on the sides of the 

pillars with a small oval painted black with the number in white and the ones rented to traders had the owner’s 

name printed on the window. From existing records it can be shown that most of those selling cloth were from 

Calderdale, but some came from other parts of Yorkshire including Bradford, Bingley, Haworth, Keighley and 

Skipton but others came from further afield, Burnley, Colne and Pendle in Lancashire. Merchants buying cloth 

came from wider areas, with some agents acting for foreign buyers.    
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At each corner of the Piece Hall there is an open internal staircase 

with stone steps and another stone staircase adjacent to the West 

Gate entrance giving access to the galleries. Some of the original 

iron balustrades have been replaced in steel. 

Right: One of the corner stone staircases with balustrades.   

Above: Blank arches flanking the central North Gate entrance. 

The outer perimeter of the Piece Hall has blank walls, free from windows or any form of external decoration 

with the exception of the north-facing exterior wall which has eighteen blank arches, nine on each side of the 

central North Gate. When closed the Piece Hall looks more like a fortress than a market with its sheer walls. In 

1785 a porter’s lodge was added outside the North Gate for security. Cloth was valuable and had to be kept 

under lock and key. Clothiers could leave unsold cloth in their room during the week, so security was an issue.  

THE GATES  

The central courtyard to the Piece Hall is entered by three gateways, North Gate from Woolshops, South Gate 

leading to Horton Street, and the West Gate built later following a link road from Southgate to the Piece Hall. 

The North Gate  

The main entrance was through the North Gate, leading originally from Caygill ‘Square’ of houses, see map on 

page 12. The northern side became the entrance frontage not only because it was closest to the town centre, but 

also it fronted the ‘Square’. The North Gateway with its blank arcading was the only articulated frontage, the 

other bare walls faced only open countryside. It has a high round-

arched opening flanked by lager base stones with plain Tuscan 

columns attached to the wall standing on pedestals. These 

columns support an entablature and triangular pediment, 

positioned on top in the middle is a decorative urn. The interior 

first floor passes through the gateway arch which has been 

camouflaged by studded timber. The pressure for as many rooms 

as possible presumably took precedence over the design for the 

full arch height, and only the North Gate retains its original 

studded oak plank door. 

Right: An architectural drawing of the North Gate. 
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It is interesting to note that the decorative urn crowning the composition is the type of ornament belonging 

more to the 1770s than the style of the gate and that a similar urn was used in John Cayaill’s funerary memorial 

in the Halifax Minster dated 1787.   

 Left: The North Gate with round-arched 

opening, plain Tuscan columns, and on top in 

the middle is a decorative urn. Carved in the 

centre stone over the arch is the inscription 

‘Opened January 1st 1779’. 

The interior of the North Gate is hardly 

noticeable, although the spacing is slightly 

wider. It blends in between the square jointed 

columns on the Rustic gallery and is barely 

detectable. On each side are five steps giving 

access to the open gallery.  

  

 

 

 

 

The South Gate 

Directly opposite the North Gate is the South 

Gate entrance in the courtyard.  On both sides 

of the square columns supporting the semi-

circular arch are large plaques commemorating 

the history of the Piece Hall and its conversion 

to a market hall in 1871. Above are two circular windows and the arch supports the Rustic level in the middle. 

In 1871 it was discovered that the original entrance, then a pedestrian entrance way which was seldom used, as 

no traffic was permitted to enter this way, was unsuitable for deliveries by the articulated vehicles used by 

distributors, it was not high enough to allow large vehicular access. Subsequently part of the colonnade was cut 

away to give extra height and a cantilever bridge positioned to continue the walkway along the Rustic gallery 

on the south elevation and in its present form this relates to 1871. The cantilever bridge was replaced in the 

1970s with an electrically powered lift bridge.  

The South gate now has a pair of huge colourful 

ornate cast iron gates incorporating the old Halifax 

Coat of Arms. They were made by George Smith of 

the Sun Foundry, in Glasgow at a cost of £120 in 

1871, to replace the original oak gates. Until the 

restoration of the Piece Hall in 1976 they were 

painted in dull brown. In 2013 the gates were re-

installed after an extensive conservation programme 

to repair and restore them to their original condition 

and decorative scheme.  

Right: The South Gate entrance with large 

commemorative plaques on both sides and an 

electrically powered lift bridge connecting the                               

Rustic gallery. In its present form it relates to 1871.                                                                              
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Left: The South Gate entrance from Horton Street in 1975 

before the cantilever bridge was replaced with an 

electrically powered lift bridge. The houses butting along 

the exterior south wall have since been demolished. 

 

Right: One half of a pair of colourful ornate cast 

iron gates opened at the South Gate entrance after 

being re-installed in 2013. The old Halifax Coat of 

Arms appears in bold relief. The College of Heralds 

did not give official approval for these Arms and it 

was not until 1948 that a new and approved Coat of 

Arms was designed for the Halifax Corporation. 

The severed head at the centre of the Warren 

chequered shield represents John the Baptist, the 

patron saint of the wool weaver’s guilds of the 

Middle Ages. As the town staple industry was wool 

weaving, the Halifax Minster of St John the Baptist 

was dedicated to him. The Paschal Lamb forms the 

crest and the name Halifax appears on the old Coat 

of Arms as ‘Halez Fax’.    

 

The West Gate  

Although the West Gate is now the most frequently used, it did not exist when the Piece Hall was opened in 

1779. This entrance could not be used as there was no road, it opened into a field owned by the Vicarage of 

Halifax and due to Ecclesiastical Law required an Act of Parliament to allow a road to be built. A few years 

later after the Act was passed the West Gate entrance was built and the street known as Westgate, which leads 

between Southgate and the West Gate entrance to the Piece Hall was under construction. It was probably built 

sometime between 1785 and 1787, it was in use in 1789 when an engraving of that date shows the view of the 

Piece Hall through the west entrance, see page 13. The design of the West Gate was determined by the existing 

internal arrangement of the columns as to its width. The result is that the west entrance has a high, round-arched 

opening with wide mass of stonework. On each side is a blank monolith pilaster that appears to support the 

arch. Above them set in the stonework are two large raised rectangular panels that are as wide as the space 

between the monolithic pilasters below. The archway is topped with a triangular pediment with a circular blind 

window in the centre.  
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As with the North Gate the upper Rustic gallery crosses the 

double height arched opening. Over the gateway is a timber 

octagonal shaped bell cupola topped by a weather vane 

incorporating a hung sheep the symbol of the Piece Hall 

business. The bell cupola is reputed to be recent, although 

apparently a close copy of the original.  

Left: An architectural drawing through the West Gate, the room 

arrangement and window and door pattern are asymmetrical 

above the centre of the gate. The upper Rustic gallery crosses 

the double height arched opening.            

Right: The West Gate high, round-arched 

with a circular window above. At the top is 

the bell cupola tipped by a weather vane 

and incorporating a hung sheep 

 

 

Right: An 

architectural 

drawing through 

the West Gate. 

 

Left: A close-up of 

the timber 

octagonal shaped 

bell cupola topped 

by a weather vane 

incorporating a 

hung sheep the 

symbol of the Piece 

Hall business. 
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BUYING AND SELLING CLOTH AT THE PIECE HALL   

The original subscribers to the building of the Piece Hall were given 

the first option to rent one of the 315 rooms at an annual rent of £28. 

4s. There was also an open courtyard where clothiers with only a few 

pieces to sell could exhibit their good on the grass at a penny a piece. A 

Committee was established by the subscribers which drew up a list of 

rules for conducting business and hours for selling cloth. These rules 

were extremely restrictive by today’s standards and were strictly 

adhered to. The Hall was only open for business on Saturday morning 

between 10 a.m. and 12 noon. The day began at 8.00 a.m. when tenants 

were allowed into the square to unload their goods by either a cart with 

one horse or packhorses. They opened their rooms, and arranged their 

stock and stood by the doorway waiting for the buyers to come in. At 

10.00 a.m. the bell rang to admit the merchants and buyers and the 

sales began, the galleries were busy with buyers walking from room to 

room looking for their particular cloth. A large amount of cloth was sold on Saturday and sent to London and 

other parts, some were acting as agents for buyers in Holland and the Continent. At 11.55 a.m. the closing bell 

started ringing and rang until noon. At the end of that time anyone caught selling or buying cloth was charged a 

fine of one shilling for every piece sold. After the noon bell rang pack horses and carts were admitted again for 

tenants to pack up their unsold cloth and for merchants and buyers to remove the cloth that they had purchased 

until 3 p.m. when the gates were closed. The Piece Hall would be deserted until the following Saturday. 

Left: Clothiers bring their cloth on overloaded 

horses and donkeys along trackways from hillside 

villages to the Cloth Hall where it was sold. 

Illustration from George Walker’s Costume of 

Yorkshire of 1814. Plate 2, Cloth-Makers.    

The weekly market was ideally suited to the 

needs of small scale woollen clothiers with 

limited capital. They had the opportunity to sell 

direct to merchants for prompt payment or at 

short credit with settlement in 14 days. Clothiers 

had a quick return on their investment in wool 

and labour, regular sales helped keep overheads 

low and encouraged continued production.  

A porter’s lodge was built in 1785 outside the North Gate and was occupied by a porter who was solely 

responsible for ensuring the rules were obeyed and he also had the power to impose instant fines for various 

offences such as breaking a glass window pane which was a fine of three pennies, or sweeping rubbish through 

the railing, this was a fine of one shilling. The porter’s wage was originally made up solely of fines extracted 

from the miscreants and therefore he would have been extremely vigilant towards any malpractices. At a later 

date he was paid a regular wage by the Committee.    

Due to the popularity of the Piece Hall the North Gate was quickly found to be inadequate for the numbers 

hurrying to leave at the close of the market and so the 

West Gate was formed in 1785. As the tenants and 

buyers had to travel great distances to be in Halifax at a 

particular time and since business hours were short many 

stayed at regular inns where they could be contacted. 

Right: The Cloth Hall, illustration from George                     

Walker’s Costume of Yorkshire of 1814. Plate 28. 
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The Piece Hall was an initially successful and enjoyed a period of prosperous trading that lasted until the end of 

the 18th century. However, with the increasing mechanisation of the textile industry this gradually undermined 

the handloom weavers. By centralising all the textile processes under one roof merchants found it more 

convenient to visit the large mills and factories that were being built throughout the district and buy directly all 

the cloth they required. This led to a fall in trade at the Piece Hall so in February 1805 the manufacturers 

decided to allow cotton goods to be sold but by the early 1830s less than 200 rooms were occupied. The 

committee also attempted to renew trade by relaxing the strict rules and changing the market day from Saturday 

to Wednesday.     

A NEW PURPOSE FOR THE PIECE HALL   

From 1831 the Piece Hall was used for meetings and crowd pulling entertainments. Of these the most 

spectacular were the Whitsuntide Sunday Jubilee Sings performed by local children and teachers from various 

Halifax Sunday Schools. The first occurred in 1831 and then they were generally held every 5 years until 1890.  

Left: The Piece Hull crowded for 

the Sunday School Jubilee Sing 

of 1852.  

Right: The front cover of a programme for the Halifax Sunday School 

Centenary celebrations on Whit Tuesday May 27th 1890  

Right: This watercolour painted by 

Henry Raphael Oddy shows the Halifax 

Sunday School Centenary celebrations 

on Whit Tuesday 1890. This was to be 

the last time that the Piece Hall was to 

host a Jubilee Celebration 

It is said that this event was a 

particularly outstanding affair and so 

well attended that the Piece Hall was 

unable to hold all of those who wished 

to attend. Determined not to miss out on 

this wondrous spectacle, many of those 

who were turned away from the Piece 

Hall flocked to Beacon Hill. From here 

they would have enjoyed a spectacular 

view of the events taking place in the 

Piece Hall below 
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Other notable events that took place at the Piece Hall include a hot air 

balloon ascent that took place in April 1824 by Charles Green, the 

famous aeronaut and balloonist. This was a time when hot air balloons 

were a novelty. At 4.30 in the afternoon and to the delight of the 

immense crowd, Charles Green’s balloon rose 

into the air and remained in sight for twenty 

minutes. He landed safely later that evening at 

Hornby Castle, near Bedale. In August 1861 

the internationally renowned tightrope-walker 

Charles Blondin, walked precariously across 

the Piece Hall on a 300 foot long rope 

stretched from corner to corner and positioned 

60 feet above the ground.                     

Left: A handbill advertising the renowned Blondin, tightrope-walker 

who walked at the Piece Hall, Halifax on Friday the 23rd August 1861 

During the early 1800s soldiers sometimes used the Piece Hall as a 

drilling and parade ground. Men in uniform was a common sight in 

Halifax at this time. Two threats put Britain on red alert, invasion by the 

French and rebellion at home. On display at ‘The Piece Hall story’ 

exhibition is a Regimental uniform and Drum of about 1810. 

Above: An oil painting of a Military Display in The Piece Hall, by John Wilson Anderson (1798-1851) courtesy 

of Calderdale Museums. It was painted from the West Gateway and shows the Military Display at the centre of 

the courtyard surrounded by spectators in fashionable Georgian dress. The military were the only people 

allowed to use the Piece Hall when the market was closed. The square made a perfect drill ground. 

In 1841 the Piece Hall also started hosting the yearly Halifax and Calder Vale Agricultural Society’s Cattle 

Shows that exhibited cattle, horses, sheep, pigs, poultry, wool, crops and farming implements. The 21st annual 

show that was held at the Piece Hall on Saturday 3rd September 1859 was reported in the Illustrated London 

News for September 10th 1859, and included two illustrations taken from photographs by Mr F Haigh, of 

Halifax, from two different viewpoints.  
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Left: This illustration shows a circle 

surrounded by spectators with judges 

awarding prizes to the winners 

standing by their horses. A crowd of 

spectators can be seen standing on the 

Rustic Gallery on the east side of the 

Piece Hall. It has massive rustic 

square columns supporting semi-

circular arches at regular intervals. 

The central arch has circular windows 

on both sides.  

 

 

 

The Halifax and Calder Vale Agricultural Society was formed in 1838 and farmers throughout the Calder 

Valley were eligible for membership for a fee of one guinea. The first cattle show was held at The Holme 

ground, Hebden Bridge in September 1838 followed by a further two annual shows before the venue moved to 

the Halifax Piece Hall. Shortly after the cattle show moved to the Piece Hall membership to the Halifax and 

Calder Vale Agricultural Society became open to all farmers throughout England. The regular growth of 

membership year by year led to the increase of livestock entries to be exhibited at the Piece Hall for each 

annual show. It soon became clearer that the courtyard of the Piece Hall were inadequate to hold the large 

numbers of entries with all the new farming implements that were required to be exhibited. This resulted in the 

cattle show relocating to Clare Hall which had a much more spacious ground for livestock, and tents could be 

put up and there was also the opportunity to create new events such as show-jumping.   

According to the Illustrated London News the 21st annual show ‘was the very best the association has yet held, 

the number of entries being largely in excess of all previous years, and the quality of many departments greatly 

superior. The number of entries was 694-namely, bulls 17, cows 63, horses 113, sheep 15, pigs 9, poultry 243, 

pigeons 100, vegetables 26, butter 11; extra stock, 11.’ Then followed a list of judges and the winners who were 

presented with cups. 

 

 

 

   

Right: Drawing of the west side of 

the Piece Hall illustrating cattle 

and horses separated by a wooden 

fence. Along the Rustic Gallery 

are pigeon cages and on the left 

are a number of visitors walking 

around the show.    

The columns of the West Gate can 

be seen on the left. At the top is 

the octagonal shaped bell cupola 

topped by a weather vane 

incorporating a hung sheep which 

is the symbol of the Piece Hall.  
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The Piece Hall was used to celebrate Queen Victoria’s Coronation in 1838, and in 1856 there were festivities in 

which two oxen were roasted whole to celebrate the end of the Crimean War. The Prince of Wales, later King 

Edward VII, came to Halifax in 1863 to officially open the new town hall. During his visit to Halifax he also 

attended a special Sunday school sing at the Piece Hall, it was packed with around 16,000 people who came to 

see the royal visitor. There was an immense, 

specially-assembled orchestra and more than 

10,000 children gathered to welcome the Prince of 

Wales with carefully synchronised singing.  

 

 Right: An Engraving of the Prince of Wales’ visit 

to the Halifax Piece Hall in 1863 

This illustration shows the Prince of Wales in an 

open air horse-drawn carriage riding through the 

courtyard with soldiers on horseback in front and 

behind. The Piece Hall with banners and flags is 

packed with people to welcome the royal visitor  

 

 

 

Nevertheless, nothing could stop the industrial revolution that was gaining pace and trade changed significantly. 

The old cottage industries died out, and the need for the Piece Hall began to decline and despite all the efforts 

made by the committee including relaxing the rules on trading, the building fell into disuse. By 1867 the 

committee was aware that the Piece Hall was no longer a viable proposition. One of the conditions made at the 

time the Piece Hall was built was that, when it ceased to be used for the purposes of the cloth trade, it should 

revert to Mrs Caygill’s Selwin family. In accordance with Mrs Caygill’s will, the hall passed into the hands of 

Sir J. T. Selwin, Bart, and his son, H. J. Selwin-Ibbetson MP, who generously presented it to the Halifax 

Corporation on 6th October 1868 after many years of gradual decline in use. 

In 1871 the town council decided to convert the Piece Hall into a new wholesale market for fish, game, fruit 

and vegetable and the Piece Hall was renamed the Market Hall but the name was not popular. Some of the 

rooms in the Arcade level were altered at this time to form wider archways and combined to make larger shop 

units. The south pedestrian gate was enlarged to allow 

vehicle access, with huge ornamental cast iron double 

gates that replaced the old solid oak doors. It was 

formally opened by the Mayor Henry Charles McCrea 

on 17th June as a general market and was very 

successful. The two upper galleries ceased to be used 

and later lean-to’s and sheds were erected all-round the 

perimeter of the courtyard with three buildings in the 

centre. 

 

Left: A 1933 Ordnance Survey map of the Halifax Piece 

Hall, renamed the Market Hall with lean-to’s built 

around the perimeter of the courtyard and three 

buildings in the centre. 
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Photos of the wholesale 

fish, game, fruit and 

vegetable market at the 

Piece Hall full of activity 

in the 1920s. Notice the 

sacks draped over the 

railings on the Rustic 

gallery 

The photos show horses 

and carts working 

alongside motor trucks, 

lorries and vans 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

22      THE YORKSHIRE JOURNAL 2018    



Left: Photo of the wholesale fish, game, 

fruit and vegetable market at the Piece 

Hall in the 1920s. To the right is the 

North Gate entrance between the lean-

to’s and the sheds. It is very peaceful 

compared with the three photos on 

page 22.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Right: Looking through the South Gate 

entrance towards Horton Street from inside 

the wholesale market at the Piece Hall 

before the cantilever bridge was replaced 

with an electrically powered lift bridge. On 

the left is part of one of the buildings that 

were built in the centre of the courtyard with 

a lean-to and the shed on both sides of the 

entrance.  

 

Above: This 1960s coloured photo shows the market in the Piece Hall looking towards the North Gate entrance 

between a lean-to and a shed. On the right are two buildings in the centre of the courtyard. By this time all the 

work was carried out by trucks, lorries, vans and cars.  
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By the late 1920s there was a growing awareness that the Piece Hall merited better use than as a wholesale 

market. So in 1928 the Halifax Rotary Club campaigned for the removal of the market and to find a more fitting 

use for the building. Ideas were drifted about its future use with suggestions ranged from converting the Piece 

Hall into an open air swimming pool to a home for old soldiers or cheap accommodation for the unemployed. 

The main problem was where to relocate the market. No satisfactory solution was found and all the various 

schemes were shelved and it continued as a wholesale market until 1973. The Piece Hall became the first 

commercial industrial building to be scheduled as an Ancient Monument in 1928. 

The Piece Hall had become unsuitable as a wholesale market and this business was dispersed to other places in 

1971. After some discussion of the possible demolition of the Piece Hall, the Halifax Corporation decided to 

take advantage of Government grants to save the building and restore it into as tourist attraction. The Piece Hall 

was the last intact surviving 18th century cloth trading hall still standing and was listed in 1954 as a Grade 1 

building of historical and architectural interest. 

Left: A busy Market Day at the Piece Hall 

The stonework was cleaned and restored and 

the wood and metal repainted. The wholesale 

market buildings in the courtyard were 

demolished and the courtyard landscaped. 

Part of the Rustic gallery on the east side was 

converted into a museum, an art gallery and 

tourist information centre. Many of the 

original individual rooms were enlarged by 

partly removing internal walls to create larger 

units occupying two or three former rooms 

more suited to modern conditions for small 

retail outlets of arts, crafts, antiques, books 

and specialist shops. Although there were still 

large areas of the building left unconverted 

and used for storage. Finally at a cost of £350,000 the restored Piece Hall was officially re-opened to the public 

by the Mayor Mrs M. R. Mitchell on 3rd July 1976. For a time it became a busting centre of activity staging a 

wide range of events and entertainment with the central courtyard area used for weekly markets, a flea market 

was held on Thursdays and open markets were on Fridays and Saturdays and an area was set aside for concerts.  

Right: The Piece Hall 

with open-air stalls set 

up for the occasional 

venues, the weekly 

markets were no longer 

held in the courtyard 

when this photo was 

taken. On the east side 

is a concert stage for 

performers. From this 

elevated view 

overlooking the Piece 

Hall, the spire of the 

Square Congregational 

Church rises above the 

Piece Hall. Behind is 

Beacon Hill and to the 

left the 15th century west tower of the Halifax Minster dedicated to St John the Baptist 
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The weekly markets, however, declined in popularity and were no longer held in the courtyard. It was this 

decline of the Piece Hall as a retail centre which prompted the much needed action from the council so that the 

Hall’s full potential could be realised. The 2017 renovation has brought the Piece Hall into the 21st century and 

is a fitting tribute to both its historical and architectural importance. 

There is also a direct pedestrian extension connecting to the Square Chapel Arts Centre, the new Central 

Library and Archive and the Calderdale Industrial Museum through the Arcade level on the east side. 

 

THE MYSTERIOUS HANDPRINTS  

On the exterior right hand side pillar to the West Gate entrance to the Piece Hall are traces of a pair of 

mysterious handprints. The right handprint is just about distinguishable but the left handprint is very faint, this 

is due to the 1976 restoration when the stonework was cleaned removing most of the prints. The remaining 

outline pair of handprints appear to be large, spindly and high up on the wall, so presumably the person they 

belong to would have been tall or stood on a box.   

According to legend it is said that in the early 19th century a murderer trying to escape his pursuers found the 

West Gate to the Piece Hall closed, and fleetingly touched the wall with both hands before rushing off in 

another direction. The soot-blackened walls retained the white image of the murderer’s hands. Whether the 

murderer was apprehended is not known.  

Another story says that a witch 

was responsible for leaving the 

prints and a more recent tale says 

that a boy dipped his hands in acid 

used to clean stone and left the 

print. 

Right: Close up of the handprints 

before stone cleaning in 1976. 

Far Right: The handprints on the 

pillar close to the West Gate after 

stone cleaning in 1976. 

The Piece Hall is also said to be haunted by market men who were murdered there. 

It is not surprising given the long history of the Piece Hall that a few legends and mysteries 

have been associate with the building. 

The next chapter in the life of the Piece Hall  
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