
John Heathcoat (1783-1861)  
Inventor, Innovator, Philanthropist 

  

History 
John Heathcoat was born in Derbyshire to a farming family. He showed 
creative and practical skills at a young age and invented the Bobbinet 
Machine in 1808. The machine industrialised the lace making process by 
replicating the hexagonal net used in bobbin lace making. Heathcoat’s 
machine was not popular with lace makers. Handmade lace is expensive, it 
takes a high level of skill and is a culturally significant craft across Britain. 
When his factory in the Midlands was attacked by Luddites he relocated to 
Tiverton, a town which had been involved in the wool industry and cloth 
production since medieval times. 

With the promise of work and a new life, Heathcoat inspired at least 100 families 
to walk almost 200 miles to Tiverton from Loughborough to establish the factory. 
Over the coming years Heathcoat transformed the lives of people in Tiverton for 
the better, providing employment, pensions, good housing, sanitation, social 
clubs and education for males and females of all religious denominations. He 
believed that a happy, healthy, educated workforce would mean reliable and 
productive workers in his factory and good citizens in the community. 

 

Creative workshops 
Daisi artists worked with year 5 and 6 children from Heathcoat Primary School to creatively interpret this part of the story. 
Through print, drawing and design, story making and creative writing they explored three areas of the story: the walk, factory 
life and home life. Their print and lace designs are based on the hexagonal shape of the Bobbinet Machine. For the writing they 
imagined themselves in the shoes of the ordinary Victorian people in the story.  

  

 

Portrait of John Heathcoat by William Beetham  (1840-1849) 
Courtesy of Tiverton Town Council 

Heathcoat Primary School on ‘The Heathcoat walk’ with Tiverton 
Museum of Mid Devon Life  
View of Heathcoat built houses and gardens from the top floor of 
the factory  
Photos Sara Hurley 

Bobbinet machines and workers in the lace room  
Photos courtesy of Tiverton Museum of Mid Devon Life 

Please enjoy looking at more of the artwork and stories in the book on display



John Heathcoat-Amory (1829-1914)  
and the architect  
William Burges (1827-1881) 
History 
Sir John Heathcoat-Amory (1829-1914) laid the foundation stone for Knightshayes in 1869 and went to live there with his wife 
Henrietta and their children in the mid 1870’s. Sir John appreciated the view down the valley to Tiverton. He could feel 
connected to the factory his grandfather had established and the town that he cared about and worked hard for.     

The Heathcoat-Amory’s asked the architect William Burges to design the house and its interior. Burges' bold and theatrical 
designs were inspired by medieval Gothic architecture. Despite his success designing Cork Cathedral, the Heathcoat-Amory’s 
objected to Burges’ over the top style and spiralling costs. Burges was asked to leave in 1874 before the design was finished off 
by John Dibblee Crace. 

Creative workshops 
Children in key stage 2 from Rackenford Primary School explored this part of the story. They investigated pattern and symmetry 
inspired by Burges’ designs at Knightshayes and printed their individual designs onto fabric.  

In response to the prominent animal statues in the billiard room and the animal poem that Burges wrote for the room, year 3 
reimagined a new group poem inspired by the animals in Knightshayes. Through fresh eyes, they thought about what these 
animals have to teach human beings.   

Year 6 children mapped and acted out imaginary scenes about the life of a wealthy, country family in Victorian times. The 
fictional audio stories in the box imagine Sir John and Lady Henrietta Heathcoat-Amory inviting William Burges to supper to 
discuss the designing of Knightshayes. 

You can also hear short scenes from year 3 and 4 from later in the Knightshayes story during the two world wars. Plus mention 
of Lady Joyce and Sir John Heathcoat-Amory who married in 1937 and moved to the gardener’s cottage during WW2 to allow 
the army to use the house and gardens for convalescence. 
(All scenes are entirely fictional and bear no resemblance to real events. Please note there are references to hunting.)   

 

 

Burges' animals at Knightshayes  
Photo Sara Hurley 

Drawn design, collage and stencil prints on fabric by children from Rackenford Primary School  
Photos Sara Hurley and Monica Shanta Brown 

Story-Making Map 
Photo Sara Hurley 



William Burges at Knightshayes 
History 
William Burges was a hugely creative person and a man of big ideas. As an architect and interior designer, after Knightshayes, 
he went on to work on a number of major cathedral and castle projects, notably Cardiff Castle. Clearly a Victorian eccentric he 
wore medieval tunics and championed a utopian vision of a pre-industrial and medieval England. It is ironic that he is part of 
the Heathcoat story about industrialisation of craft. Burges' design values were forerunners to the Arts and Crafts movement 
that came shortly afterwards with its emphasis on quality decoration and skilled craft work.  

Travel was important to Burges, he thought it expanded the mind. He was influenced by pattern and colour from North Africa, 
the Middle East and China, for example, which can be seen in the patterned ceilings at Knightshayes and the leaded windows. 
The Heathcoat-Amory’s wanted a country home for their large family and went on to cover up the decorative ceilings with plain 
white board. It was not until 1972 when the National Trust took ownership of Knightshayes that many of Burges’ design features 
were uncovered and restored. 

Burges enjoyed depicting animals which can be seen throughout Knightshayes. The upstairs Burges room is currently closed to 
the public, however Daisi artists took inspiration for their creative workshops with the children from his plans for bird themed wall 
art.  

This wall art, painted directly onto the wall, is a National Trust reimagining of Burges' bird inspired design.  

Creative workshops 
Children from year 3 and 4 at Bolham Primary School enjoyed finding out about Burges through art, drama and poetry. Burges’ 
creative confidence gave them freedom to have a go at designing their own colourful and symmetrical patterns. The beautiful 
Burges wall paper inspired bird textile prints and poems from year 3. One of the audio stories is their fictional version of the 
sacking of Burges which marked the end of his time at Knightshayes.  

During October half term Daisi artists led family drop-in workshops to make gothic windows and gargoyles to celebrate the 
Gothic Revivalist features at Knightshayes. 

  
 

Original Design for the Burges Room 
Image courtesy of the National Trust

Burges designs inside Knightshayes House  
Photos Monica Shanta Brown 

Photos Monica Shanta Brown and Sara Hurley 

The Burges Room 
Photos Monica Shanta Brown



‘Dare Mighty Things’  
The Mars Landing and  
Nerio’s Wedding Dress 
History 
This story began when John Heathcoat (1783-1861) left Loughborough for Tiverton back in 
1816, when those 100 families chose to walk 200 miles to Tiverton in one of the wettest 
summers on record. The surnames of those 100 families are still present in the town today. 
They shared a vision for a better life for themselves and a fairer society. They Dared Mighty 
Things.  

William Burges stood out from the crowd. He had bold, quirky ideas and strong opinions about 
architecture and design. At Knightshayes we can all enjoy The Mighty Things he Dared to create. 

During the first and second world wars the Heathcoat-Amory family gave over their home at 
Knightshayes to men who had suffered the physical and mental horrors of war. The family have 
continued to work for better lives for the people of Tiverton ever since John Heathcoat transformed 
work and living conditions for many. With compassion and fairness people Dare Mighty Things.  

History is made every day and this final phase of the project brought us up to 2020. A time when  Knightshayes is cared for by 
the National Trust whose aim is to look after nature, beauty and history for the nation to enjoy.  

Heathcoat Fabrics has endured as a world leader in textile manufacture and has continued to innovate since the days of the 
Bobbinet Machine. As a producer of high performance technical textiles, Heathcoat Fabrics worked in partnership with National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration, or NASA, in America to make the parachute for the Mars Rover - Perseverance - to use 
for the Mars Landing of 2020. Encoded within the two tone parachute was a message not revealed until it opened for the first 
time. In binary code the message reads Dare Mighty Things. 

Creative Workshops 
Pattern was a repeating feature of the visual art workshops led by Daisi artist Monica Shanta Brown. At Bolham Primary School 
the children continued to design individual patterns, but this time they were inspired by the intricate rivets on the Mars Rover - 
Perseverance. They echo the Burges design but have a mechanical, technical quality.  

Each individual pattern made during the project has contributed to Nerio’s Wedding Dress. Storyteller Sara Hurley brought the 
story and drama work up to the present day with poetry and audio recordings. Year 4 wrote Odes to Nerio and acted out 
planning meetings between Heathcoat Fabrics and NASA. 
 
Nerio’s Wedding Dress 
Nerio is a Roman goddess of strength, war and diplomacy. She was the 
wife of Mars. The dress tells the story of 200 years of Tiverton through 
fabric. The walk from Loughborough, the wedding veils made at the 
factory for Queen Victoria and every other royal bride since, through to 
the design and production of the parachute for the Mars landing. 

Heathcoat Fabrics generously donated some machine produced net 
alongside the material used in the parachute for the Mars landing. 
Yes! The actual parachute material in orange and white (there was 
great excitement). This allowed the children to print their designs onto 
this fabric and students from Petroc College helped to incorporate 
the work from the primary schools into the dress. Through the choice 
of fabric and the children’s designs, the story from Lace to Space is 
told through Nerio’s Wedding Dress.

Photos NASA website 

Petroc College students working on Nerio’s Dress 
Photo Monica Shanta Brown 

Portrait of Queen Victoria by Franz Xaver Winterhalter - Royal Collection  
Photo: Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org 

Heathcoat Lace in Tiverton Museum  
Photo Monica Shanta Brown 


