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You can be forgiven for perhaps assuming 
from its name and location that J&C Joel of 
Sowerby Bridge was a remnant of the long 
lost past of a traditional northern industry. 
There are some connections with tradition, 
admittedly – made more obvious by its 
glorious mill home, and the links with the 
wool industry. But that’s about all.

In fact, the company only came into its own 
in theatrical terms in the early nineties when 
circumstances and a sharp eye for business by 
company chairman John Wheelwright and his 
team started to connect up their joint expertise 
and experience and then pull together a range 
of products and services that have seen the 
operation become a world leader in the ý eld 
across the past 15 or so years.

My tour of the 75,000 square feet of 
Corporation Mill, J&C Joel’s home, started in 
their very impressive demonstration theatre/
showroom that doubles as a working quality 
control room. I was being shown round by 
managing director Andrew Walsh and sales 
director James Wheelwright. “What we are 
looking at is in fact a small working theatre, 
which basically gives us chance to show 
consultants, theatres and schools, how things 
operate,” explained Andrew. “Together with 
the pit it gives us an eight-metre þ ying height 
by 9m wide, and we use this for quality control 
and all the curtains we manufacture are hung 
here to check that they drop out correctly. Or, 
for instance, if we are working on a big valance, 
to check that the pleats fall in correctly, that 
any appliqué work is correct, so we know 
everything is right before it is shipped.”

“What you see hanging here now is 
something we are doing for the National 
Theatre in London,” explained James. “We 
also have a gauze as well so we can show 
people how a transformation works, because 
a lot of people don’t understand what a sharks-
tooth gauze is. Theatre as we know it is very 
much a European thing and people come to 
the UK as the correct place to make sure they 
do things in the right way. We’ve all grown up 
here and our knowledge of theatre has usually 
started with a pantomime and everyone has 
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seen a gauze work. But it’s largely unique to 
us as a country.”

Getting to basics, wherever possible Joel’s 
use UK manufacturers and ý nishers, largely 
because it enables them to keep a very close 
control on quality, on colour match and þ ame 
retardant regulations and speciý cations. ñEven 
where a customer sends us fabric to use, the 
ý rst thing we do is cut a corner off and put 

a match to it, explains Andrew, “because 
although we haven’t supplied the fabric, it still 
becomes a Joel drape!” On rare occasions they 
are restricted in the use of UK manufactured 
materials because of the limitations of the 
widths of fabric they can source on the home 
market.

James Wheelwright: “We like to say we 
engineer curtains, we don’t just make them! 

John Wheelwright: chairman of J&C Joel.

Belfast Opera House restoration: J&C Joel replaced the main house curtain and cleaned 
the tassels and other trimmings.

The historically accurate restoration of the London Coliseum, including the ornate 18m 
wide, 500kg tympanum, with its intricate embellishments and golden eagle, required an 
expert knowledge of fabrics and decorative trimmings.




