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A previously unpublished Hewson quilt (77” x 88”) featuring his center panel with 

a pieced border of faded pink triangles and an outer border of an arborescent toile 

with birds. The note with the quilt indicated it was made by Great-Grandma Mills. 
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John Hewson was born in London August 5, 1745, possi-

bly named for an ancestor who'd fought in England's own 

Revolution a century earlier. The first John Hewson was a 

Colonel in Oliver Crom-

well's army of Puritan anti-

royalists, a signer of King 

Charles I's 1649 death war-

rant and Governor of Ire-

land during Cromwell's 

Protectorate. When the 

monarchy was restored the 

rebel Colonel Hewson dis-

appeared to the European 

continent where he is re-

ported to have died in the 

early 1660s. 
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His possible descendant Peter Hewson, was a London draper 

(a cloth merchant and tailor), married to a woman named 

Catherine. Biographies of son John indicate the Hewsons 

worried about the young man's politics, fearing he had inher-

ited the first John Hewson's revolutionary tendencies mani-

fested in his embrace of John Wesley's Methodism, a newly 

popular alternative to the establishment Anglican religion. In 

the England of King George III religious dissent entwined 

with political resistance. Sarah Hewson Alcock in her biog-

raphy of her father described him as meeting with different 

political societies, clubs popularly classified as Whigs, a 

name also applying to the progressive political party opposed 

to the dominant Tory government and the Hanoverian King.
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Methodist historian Dee E. Andrews notes that Hewson 

"actively participated in London's radical political clubs" and 

traces his Methodism in the succession of dissenting chapels 

in which he baptized his four children. Methodism remained 

important to Hewson all his life. In later years he wrote a 

letter describing his religious awakening. "In my youth in 

England, I had promis'd myself a great deal of pleasure in the 

gratification of my carnal appetites." Before he could afford 

to stray too far he embraced religion, forsook profanity and 

abandoned his dissolute companions. 
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Hewson was apprenticed as a textile printer, later advertising 

he had been "brought up regularly to the business, at Brom-

ley Hall, near London." The firm of Ollive and Tallwin, also 

known as Bromley Hall, was begun in 1694 and was one of 

the larger of the printing industries. Hewson probably 

worked in other mills. Just as his dissenting religion can be 

tracked by his children’s baptismal records, his residences in 

Thames River textile centers West Ham, Crayford and 

Bromley indicate he moved from town to town. It is likely 

Hewson specialized in the craft of stamping fabric with per-

manent dyes applied with hand carved devices that we might 

call woodblocks, what he and his fellow artisans might call 

"prints." 
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John Hewson’s lifespan paralleled the Industrial Revolution. 

When he was born in London in 1745, English artisans hand 

spun and wove yarns on looms powered by human energy to 

make cloth on which they applied pattern with wood blocks 

and brushes. When he died in Philadelphia in 1821,capitalists 

were purchasing land in Lowell, Massachusetts with plans to 

The first John Hewson, nicknamed The 

Cobbler or One-Eyed Hewson, as de-

picted on a playing card. 
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The Calico Printer  in an 1806 illustration shows the tools and techniques in which 

Hewson became expert. The printer moves the carved woodblock on the cloth’s sur-

face, tapping it with a mallet to apply the dye mordants and other chemical pastes. The 
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harness river power for a mechanized factory system to spin, 

weave and print cotton. 

 

During Hewson's childhood Dublin entrepreneur Francis 

Nixon began the move to mechanization when he adapted 

the principles of the hand-cranked printing press to mordant 

dyeing to create the copperplate print. By 1758, London visi-

tor Benjamin Franklin was marveling at "cotton, printed curi-

ously from copper plates, a new invention, to make bed and 

window curtains…." 
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Despite copperplate machinery, most printing continued to 

be done by hand through the end of the century and into the 

next. Yet, by the time Hewson left England changes in tech-

nology were beginning to make his handcraft obsolete. Im-

portant inventions included James Hargreaves's spinning 

jenny, which increased the hand-spinner's efficiency, pat-

ented in 1770, and Richard Arkwright's water-powered spin-

ning mill, patented a year later, adding an outside power 

source to the human hand. In the 1790s English and French 

printers worked to adapt Nixon's copperplate to copper cylin-

der machinery, the invention that eventually put an end to 

hand printing. 

 

Textile mills, demanding more land and more river water, 

moved from London's edges into future industrial areas of 

Lancashire in northwest England.  Finishing calico involved 

processes that required abundant water for dyeing and clear-

ing the dyes. The technology also required abundant acreage, 

particularly for the open air bleachery, a necessary step in the 

process of whitening cotton and linen.  Chlorine bleaching, 

applying oxymuriatic acid to whiten fabric, was discovered 

by Swedish chemist Karl Wilhelm Scheele in 1774, the year 

after Hewson emigrated to America. Prior to chemical 

bleaching, textile manufacturers relied on the sun, spreading 

yardage over fields around the factory for weeks on end. 

 

The mechanical innovations that changed the textile business 

so dramatically had little actual effect on Hewson's life work. 

His manufactory in Philadelphia remained a conservative 

artisan workshop in the years he managed it. A small group 

of specialized craftsmen applied chemicals to yardage by 

hand in a workshop with a bleaching green adjacent, grounds 

covered with fabric. 

 

Hewson married a woman named Mary about 1766. "I was 

22 years old when I took me a Wife, a virtuous amiable 

woman by whom I had 4 children," he recalled in his later 

years. With a young family to support in an increasingly un-

stable industry, Hewson entertained thoughts of moving  to 

the American Colonies. 

6

 

 

Daughter Alcock credited his interest in emigrating to his 

radical politics, what Hewson later recalled as his "Wiggish 

Principles." His opposition to the traditional rule of the 

landed gentry, the Church of England and the Crown was 

founded in his interpretation of a Biblical injunction against 

the authority of kings and princes. Hewson watched as the 

American colonies chafed under British taxation and saw 

there a political, religious and professional future. 
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About 1772 John visited the Craven Street home of Dr. Wil-

liam Hewson, a possible relative. The doctor's new wife, 

Mary Stevenson Hewson, was a friend of Benjamin Frank-

lin's. Mary's mother had boarded Franklin, the Pennsylvania 

Colony's unofficial representative to the Crown, during his 

extended stays in London. Franklin and John Hewson dis-

cussed the young man's future in America, according to Al-

cock. Franklin, probably familiar with textile printing him-

self, advised Hewson that Philadelphia needed textile arti-

sans. Hewson spent a year preparing and in July of 1773, 

Franklin wrote a letter of introduction to his Philadelphia  

 

Detail of a copperplate-printed toile showing the technology for copperplate printing, 

about 1783. Hewson apparently did not have this kind of hand press. 

Cylinder or roller printing machinery powered by water became the standard for 

printing in the second quarter of the nineteenth century. Printing machines could do 

the work of many artisans more accurately. One man seems to be working two ma-

chines observed by another, child in tow. Children did work in the textile mills, but 

not this young and not on printing machines.  
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