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Traditional handmade bags, created by a 
family with five generations of experience, 
are available from Owen Barry in Street, 

Somerset. Founded in 1948, the company uses 
traditional techniques to ensure that each bag is 
made to the highest standard possible. 

In the early 1900s, Owens father ran the tannery 
in Street. He had three sons, all of whom were 
involved in the business. The elder and middle 
sons were involved in the tanning and dying of 
the skins. Owen, the youngest, was trained on the 
manufacturing side.

Following the Second World War, Owen started 
his own business, not tanning but manufacturing. 
In those days, he made leather gloves and then 
clothing. Today, the focus is still on beautifully 
crafted coats, but the range has expanded to include 
sheepskin, leather, suede and cowhide accessories, 
handbags and lifestyle products. 

All of the leather and sheepskin used is a bi-
product of the food industry. Cindi Barnstable, 
creative director, says that the fur is always known 
as ‘hair’ or ‘wool’ because the animals are farmed 
for their meat and not killed for their pelt.

Cowhide provides two key materials used in the 
factory – both suede and leather are taken from 
one cow. For fashion clothing the sheepskins are 
taken from colder regions, where the wool is more 
voluminous and more luxurious to protect the 
animals from extreme cold weather. 

BAGS OF STYLE
Traditional skills lead to beautiful accessories 
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TRADITIONAL PROCESSES 
Owen Barry is a British fashion company that 
makes all their products by hand, meaning that 
time and care is taken over each individual item. 
Once designed, the leathers are chosen to match the 
function of each item and then a prototype made to 
ensure quality and functionality. Once the design 
is finalised, the team learn processes involved in 
creating the item, which is then photographed and 
sold both in the UK and in seven countries globally. 

1. Before the leather and sheepskin arrives in the 
factory, it is dyed to Owen Barry’s own palette and 
specification. Many leathers are screenprinted to 
create beautiful and unique patterns for each bag. 

2. The skins are then matched, as each skin 
absorbs dye in a slightly different tone. This ensures 
that each product is the same colour throughout. 

3. Cutters then cut the skins. Sheepskins are cut 
in mid-air so that the pelt is cut and not the wool, 
to give the edges a fluffier appearance.

4. Templates for each product are cut by hand. 
Smaller cookie-type cutters are then used to cut 
out details on bags, such as patterns. 

5. Next is the prepping area, where the staff tape 
and secure sections of the bag before it goes to the 
machinists. This is a crucial part of the process 
as this attention to detail ensures that the product 
keeps it shape and lasts a lifetime. 

6. Once secured, the machinists stitch each product 
in the manufacturing area. Every machinist makes 

their own item right through, ensuring continuity 
of quality and giving ownership and satisfaction 
to the process. 

7. The finishing area is where the rings, eyelets 
and small metal details are attached to the bags. 

8. In the ‘fluffing and puffing’ area (as Cindi 
calls it), quality control checks take place. All 
items are thoroughly checked and ironed before 
being sent out to customers or sold in the shop. 

Cindi explains: “Everything is still hand cut and 
made here in Street. Working with natural materials 
isn’t something that can be easily mechanised, 
without compromising on quality. It is unlikely 
that time-saving ‘bots’ are going to replace our 
team any time soon.” 

If you want to see this intriguing process for 
yourself, then Owen Barry offer factory visits 
which are perfect for groups or individuals. You 
can see the passion that this company has for the 
British fashion industry and the willpower to keep 
these traditional skills alive. 

“I am passionate about the fashion industry, 
especially the British fashion industry,” Cindi 
says. “It’s a marvellous community to work 
with. In the UK we are blessed with some of the 
world’s leading fashion designers. British designers 
and manufacturers can be relied upon to set the 
innovative standards that frankly, the rest of the 
world follows. The UK fashion industry has never 
been afraid – we lead the way.”
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