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PREFACE 

Living in East Anglia in the 1990s whilst working for a post graduate degree in 

the History of Textiles and Dress at the Winchester School of Art, I started to 

examine the regionôs long tradition of weaving and of manufacturing menôs 

clothing, I became aware of how this part of the regionôs industrial history had 

been neglected by academics. I began by looking particularly at Haverhill and the 

Gurteen enterprise which built the town alongside expanding their business, 

thereby providing work and homes for an increasing workforce. I went on to 

study some other towns whose backgrounds were inextricably bound into these 

industries and to measure their importance in the development of those places 

where they were situated. This involved much travelling around the region, 

visiting archives and talking to those people still involved in the businesses that 

survived. Extensive use was made of both local and national newspapers and of 

literature based on the areaôs history.  

I was asked to catalogue the archives for the Gurteen company which gave me 

an in depth knowledge of the firmôs history and I was later privileged to set up the 

companyôs museum. Subsequently I was fortunate to be able to interview and 

record memories of Christopher Gurteen and his cousin Jack Smart, David 

Harmer of Harmers of Norwich, Peter Walters of Stephen Walters of Sudbury, 

and a number of former employees of the Gurteen company, sadly many no 

longer with us. I was also able to use some recordings from the Colchester 

Recalled project in researching the industries in Colchester. 

Time did not allow for study of some towns in the region with a background of 

weaving and those whose history I have not included are left for others to pursue. 

Because I had access to the extensive Gurteen archive the history of that firm and 

of Haverhill, my study of their progress is almost a book in itself. It has therefore 

been used as a complete part two. I examined other towns with textile and 

menswear industries to compare with Gurteens in Haverhill, hence the clothing 

firms in Colchester and Norwich were studied as were the weaving industries of 

Braintree and Sudbury. Although the Courtaulds business was based in Braintree 

for many years it became such a vast enterprise that I have allowed more space to 

the firm in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries than to some other firms. 

In focusing on these businesses I hope to have drawn together information and 

written a coherent academic study of some of those people and towns in East 

Anglia whose lives were governed by the manufacture of textiles and 

subsequently of the clothing industry for over three hundred years. There has 

been some previous work on the production of wools and worsteds in Norwich 

and articles on the silk industry in general; some of these are used for reference. 

The wool and silk industries of Suffolk have been largely ignored and apart from 

Colemanôs study of Courtaulds and Brownôs more general work on the history of 
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Essex, study of the countyôs textile production has been similarly neglected. 

Likewise the manufacture of those goods for the plebian market has been 

disregarded despite there having always been a wider customer base for ordinary 

dress than for more exclusive items. This work looks at the fortunes and failures 

of weaving and of the menôs wear trades of Norwich, at the silk and horsehair 

trades of Suffolk, particularly of Sudbury and Glemsford, and of the weaving and 

clothing industry in Haverhill.  It examines the several factories making menôs 

ready-to-wear clothes in Colchester and the weaving industry in Essex which 

survived only because of the vast development of the Courtauld business. It goes 

on to look at the spinning and weaving of horse-hair fabrics used in both clothing 

and ancillary trades as well as in upholstery. Finally it includes an in depth study 

of Gurteens and their impact on Haverhill.  

Social history of ordinary people, their lives, work and apparel makes this an 

important area of study. During the latter part of the twentieth century social and 

dress historians have concentrated their work on major industrial centres whilst 

neglecting the businesses which were so vital to rural areas. Despite the existence 

of several major seaports down the eastern coasts of England, for many years East 

Anglia was regarded as somewhat isolated. Though rail links were built in the 

mid-nineteenth century, in comparison with other much more commercial and 

industrial regions such as the North West and the Midlands, road networks 

remained comparatively poor. Delderfieldôs well researched novel about the 

business of a Victorian haulier illustrates the lack of transport facilities during the 

third quarter of the century1. The author makes it clear that before the advent of 

rail transport local textile trades and agriculturalists had problems shifting goods. 

The regionôs remoteness was reflected in local wages and property prices which 

in turn made it attractive to businessmen looking for cheap labour and 

inexpensive premises. Such low costs encouraged the migration from Spitalfields 

in London to Essex and Suffolk of master silk weavers such as Warners and 

Walters during the late 1700s and this was repeated a hundred years later when 

several clothing manufacturers chose to settle in Colchester. Norwich had been a 

centre of excellence for the woollen and worsted industries at least as early as the 

time of Edward III, as had other towns in the region. The availability of locally 

produced raw materials and imports through ports along the east coast which 

served merchant shipping from Northern Europe (sometimes distributed through 

the inland waterways system) combined with a work force of trained weavers and 

spinners meant that the Eastern Counties were ideal for settlers. Newcomers came 

from London, but also, during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the area 

provided a refuge for those fleeing religious persecution in the Low Countries.  

Such development was not exclusive to East Anglia; other areas including 

rural Lancashire experienced a similar growth immediately after industrialization. 

                                                           
1 R F Delderfield, God is an Englishman, (London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1970) pp 188/9 
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A tradition of cottage weaving in the farming community and the ready 

availability of coal and fast flowing rivers adjacent to the huge port of Liverpool 

created massive expansion and an influx of large manufacturers and labourers. 

The Manchester ship canal went through many of the mill towns around 

Manchester and on down to the Mersey, thus allowing goods to be transported 

quickly and cheaply for exportation. óCanals and railways were built, English and 

Irish workers came here in their thousandsô2.  

The last forty years of the twentieth century saw the growth of industrial 

estates on the outskirts of many towns across the country, including those in East 

Anglia. These have provided bases for small and medium sized firms and have 

created employment for local people, in some cases taking up the slack from the 

declining textile and clothing trades, but also causing problems for those 

traditional businesses by offering less labour intensive work and often better pay. 

There is little doubt that the difficulties of recruiting, training and keeping 

operatives contributed to the demise of many textile and clothing businesses. In 

the last thirty years of the twentieth century, both of these industries in the 

Eastern Counties have seen a steady decline until, by the year 2000 only a 

handful remained. This loss is due to many factors: industrial growth in the third 

world resulting in cheap imports; changing work patterns, and social mobility 

have all contributed. Until recently many firms remained in the same family for 

generations. That is no longer so, sons do not follow their fathers into business as 

a matter of course. Some small manufacturers have been swallowed by large 

conglomerates; many have closed down as competition increased and profits 

decreased. Successive generations of families working as operatives no longer 

work for the same employer. When firms close or relocate much of their history 

is lost; few realise the importance of retaining archives, for companies are not 

museums. Storage of written material is not always feasible, thus the few firms in 

the region which remain, and particularly those in family ownership are a rare and 

valuable resource. 

During the latter years of the twentieth century road networks in the region 

improved and those families who for previous generations have lived and worked 

in the small villages and towns of East Anglia, in common with the young across 

the western world, have begun to move away. Such mobility undoubtedly 

broadens horizons and gives greater insight into other cultures as people are able 

to travel and work away from home both in this country and abroad and this must 

be regarded positively. One of the negative aspects to such freedom of choice is 

that unless research is undertaken now, local history relating to occupations, 

dress, regional accents and customs will be lost. Local and social historians and 

such organisations as County Record Offices are acutely aware of the need to 

                                                           
2 William Woodruff, The Road to Nab End, An Extraordinary Childhood, (Halifax, 

Ryburn, 1993) p 296. 
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record and preserve such information whilst it is available. Thus the oral history 

tapes completed during this research are lodged with the County Sound Archive 

at County Records Offices in Ipswich and Chelmsford to enable others to study 

the contents for subsequent work. It is worth noting that the transcripts are 

verbatim as far as possible. 
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INTRODUCTION 

ORIGINS OF THE TRADE 

Much of East Anglia owes some of its early óqualityô textile production to the 

Flemish weavers who settled in this country in the reign of Edward III in the 

fourteenth century. Certainly this was so in Sudbury and in Norwich, Colchester 

and Halstead - the weavers were brought over to instruct their English 

counterparts in the production of the fine woollen and worsted cloths that were 

made in northern Europe. Inevitably this created local resentment but the 

foreignersô skills were so important that in 1337 there was legislation to protect 

them and allow them to practice their craft without undue interference. In order to 

further protect the home cloth trade franchises were promised to the ófullers, 

weavers, dyers and other cloth workers who live mainly by this mysteryô, and, 

with the exception of Royalty, nobility and those paying annual rents of £30 or 

more, people were banned from wearing foreign made cloth3. It was a needless 

point of law since few could afford imported goods. 

Most of the textile towns of the region had their own wool hall where the 

masters would bring their goods for storage and use the premises to conduct deals 

with buyers and suppliers. Some of these buildings still survive along the river 

Wensum in Norwich. Larger businesses had their own warehouses but whilst 

weavers worked on handlooms in their homes and completed goods were 

freighted onwards on a weekly basis, it was rarely necessary for manufacturers to 

finance large business premises, thus the wool hall or Duddery was the townôs 

trading centre. 

The textile trades of the country as a whole and the region in particular have 

always been subject to wild fluctuations with times of plenty superseded by near 

destitution. In the Tudor period there were attempts to prevent the cloth trade 

from spreading to rural areas from the major cloth producing towns due to the 

hardship being suffered by urban cloth workers, in the event a futile effort to 

protect locals from the lower wages of their rural neighbours. Nonetheless in 

Norwich as elsewhere, masters sent out yarn to weavers in outlying villages for 

generations. Raw materials and goods were frequently transported by the flat 

bottomed wherries along the river Wensum which runs through the city. As early 

as 1622 at the Privy Council of James I there were complaints of distress owing 

to weavers and spinners being out of work:  

                                                           
3 E Lipson, The Economic History of England, 1, (London, Adam and Charles Black, 

1937ed.) p 475. 
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It was unfitting that clothiers should at their pleasure dismiss their work 

people: for those who had gained in profitable times must now be content to lose 

for the public good until the decay of trade was remedied4.  

In the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries business declined and prices 

fell, even wealthy manufacturers of Essex and Suffolk were unable to continue 

trading as cloth previously bought in the Levant and Russia was no longer 

exported. Use of machinery, which at that stage was in its infancy, was cited as a 

main reason for the downturn in trade, a claim used by thousands of weavers over 

the last three centuries. John Kay invented the flying shuttle in 1733 and spinning 

machines were patented five years later, these led to riots in Norwich and in other 

towns where machines were destroyed as it was considered their use would make 

operatives redundant. Frauds in manufacture were blamed and high duties levied 

on English cloth made it unsalable in previously excellent export markets5. It was 

claimed that trade had been captured by manufacturers in France, Italy and 

Germany. Just after the mid-century the weavers of Essex petitioned parliament 

to prevent a proposed increase on duty for Portuguese wines: 

As our Bays, Says, Perpetuanas etc. go nine tenths of them to Portugal and 

Spain, if a new imposition be laid upon wines, the King of Portugal é then will 

prohibit our manufactures ... which will prove fatal to us as the stagnation of the 

blood. It will totally destroy the woollen manufactory of Essex for 50,000 or 

60,000 families as Spinsters, Weavers and Combers who are employed therein6. 

In 1505 the Merchant Adventurers were granted the monopoly on export of 

English-made cloth to Germany and the Low Countries and this was extended in 

1615. The Iberian Peninsula was then a major trading area for East Anglian 

manufacturers; possibly climatic conditions in the region do not lend themselves 

to sheep rearing thus creating dependence on English-made woollen cloth. 

At the end of the seventeenth Daniel Defoe, campaigner, chronicler and 

novelist, acknowledged that countries that had previously bought English cloth 

now produced their own, but wrote of better quality goods being exported in 

quantity: 

Henry VII opened their eyes to the Blessing and put them upon 

manufacturing it. Heaven bestowed the wool upon them, the life 

and soul, the origin of all their commerce ... after they had, for 

almost 1000 years of ignorance, sold it to the diligent Flemings and 

even bought their own Cloaths of them again, after they were made 

with it abroad ... Their glorious Queen shewed them the way to find 

a market for it when manufactured, she opened the sluices of Trade 

                                                           
4 Lipson, Economic History, 3, p 311 
5 W F Quinn, The History of Braintree and Bocking, (Suffolk, Lavenham Press) p 52. 
6 Quinn, Braintree and Bocking, p 58. 
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to them and Trade opened the sluices of money. In a word she 

made them a trading nation, and that has made them a rich nation7. 

In his Plan of English Commerce, Defoe wrote that óThe poor farmers could 

get no dairy maids, the wenches told them in so many words they would not go 

into service for 12 pence a week when they could get 9/- a week at their own 

hands ... for they all run away to Bocking, to Sudbury ... and other manufacturing 

towns of Essex and Suffolkô8. Defoe is reputed to exaggerate wildly! 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries strict legislation on employment of 

apprentices in the cloth trade affected the major centres of London and Norwich. 

In the late seventeenth century, in Coggeshall, a small town near Colchester, 

largely dependent on its weaving trade, the wool combers complained of those 

entering the trade without having served formal apprenticeships; whether this was 

so or not has been impossible to verify but there is no doubt that local trade guilds 

did all they could to protect their members. In the reign of Charles I a report on 

poor relief commented óMultitudes that have lived by work from the clothiers of 

whom thousands owing to the decay of the trade live in much want and can 

hardly subsistô9. As late as 1707 the Governors of the Dutch Bay Hall in 

Colchester stipulated that only those who had served a full seven year 

apprenticeship were permitted to manufacture the bays (baize) for which the town 

was so famous. In addition to strict rules of employment there was legislation to 

protect the wool trade from the impact of cotton goods brought in from India and 

in 1721 the importation and wearing of calicoes was banned and it was even ruled 

that burial shrouds be made of wool. Defoe commented that such legislation 

would give necessary protection to the woollen industry and that there were 

instances of attacks on people wearing cotton clothing. Policing such a law 

proved impossible and it fell into disuse and was eventually repealed. 

The Norwich, Braintree, Coggeshall and Colchester areas were rightly famous 

for their production of high quality bays and says, (baize and serge) these were 

known as the óNew Draperiesô because of their close weave and fine finish which 

contrasted with the coarse, loosely woven homespuns of wool, linen and hemp, 

traditionally made in the region. South West Suffolk may also have been involved 

in the manufacture of the New Draperies though the weaving of items such as 

bunting suggests that Sudbury wove the óoldô traditional coarse English woollen 

cloth, while Haverhill weavers concentrated on fustians and checks, both 

primarily used for workersô clothes. Why this should be when other towns in the 

region produced quality goods remains unclear. Haverhill fustians and drabbetts, 

were probably originally for the home market, but they may also have been 

exported with the better quality fabrics and other assorted goods to Europe and 

                                                           
7 Daniel Defoe, A Plan of English Commerce, (undated and publisher un-named) p 152. 
8 Defoe, Plan of English Commerce, p 153. 
9 Lipson, Economic History, p 311. 
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the Americas. Trevor Fawcettôs study of Gt. Yarmouth port records show 

quantities of fabrics being exported with assortments of unrelated items10. In 

Ewart Evans excellent East Anglian oral history work, he quotes the saddler from 

Debenham: óThey grew hemp in this area and prepared it as well, so work in 

canvas was well within the harness-makerôs traditional craftô11, Young wrote of 

hemp being both grown and manufactured into cloth in and around Sudbury12.  

It is surprising that so little research mentions the fustians, checks and 

drabbetts woven in such quantity in Haverhill and possibly elsewhere in the 

region. The raw materials of wool, hemp and flax were produced throughout the 

eastern counties, as indeed they were in much of the country. All lend themselves 

to production of strong, hard wearing and inexpensive cloth traditionally worn by 

those in rural occupations, as well as the fine, high quality woollens for which the 

region was famous. Perhaps this is again evidence that until recently research into 

the history of textiles has concentrated on the production of more expensive 

goods. Hopefully this work will go some way to correct the imbalance. 

 

                                                           
10 Trevor Fawcett, Argonauts and Commercial Travellers, (Textile History 16) p 162. 
11 George.Ewart Evans, Where Beards Wag All, (London, Faber & Faber, 1970) p 51. 
12 Arthur Young, A General View of Agriculture in the County of Suffolk, (London, 

Macmillan, 1804) p 55. 
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1. 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC FACTORS IN THE 

NINETEENTH CENTURY 

In order to set the often unhappy situation of the textile workers of East Anglia in 

context, it is necessary to examine some of the social and economic factors which 

affected the country as a whole during the nineteenth century and to look 

particularly at the way government actions or lack of them, impacted on the 

textile trades. 

In 1800 Britain was at war with France, thus the government inevitably 

concentrated its efforts on success in the conflict and on stabilizing British 

influence in Europe. The use of man power in such a prolonged conflict was 

prodigious and with the end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815, 400,0001 men 

previously in the armed forces were thrown back into the labour market. Possibly 

those who, during the war years had worked in ancillary occupations such as 

armament production added to the numbers now seeking work. Textile 

manufacturers who had been stockpiling goods during the war in the hope of 

being able to sell abroad once the European markets reopened found that 

economic and political chaos on the continent prevented this to a great degree2 

and as a result many thousands in this country were unemployed. Income tax, 

which had been introduced at ten per cent on incomes in excess of £200 in order 

to raise money for war with France was abolished in 1816 in an abortive attempt 

to relieve working class distress. Since pay for the average worker was only a few 

shillings a week this made no impact where it was most needed. Textile workers 

incomes clearly did not fall into the tax bracket but perhaps it was hoped that by 

reducing the outgoings of those who provided employment capital would be freed 

for investment which in turn might create work. The Corn Law was passed in 

1815, designed to prevent imports of grain until home grown corn had reached 

the price of eighty shilling a quarter3. For the poorest in the country this meant 

even greater poverty as the price of bread became prohibitive.  

Protection for the wool trades had been introduced in 1720 but was short lived. 

Protection for the silk industry which had been enacted in 1766 similarly limited 

imports in an attempt to protect the home trade. Such shelter was not afforded to 

the textile industry as a whole and in 1774 the Spitalfields Act was introduced in 

an attempt to give silk weavers in the capital a living wage, all failed in their 

intention. Imported silks remained desirable to those with money to spend and 

                                                           
1 Rodney Castleden, British History, A Chronological Dictionary of Dates, (Bournemouth, 

Paragon, 1994) p 208. 
2 Castleden, British History, p 208. 
3 Castleden, British History, p 207. 
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high fashion in mind. During the ten years following the Corn Law various 

measures were introduced to either relieve distress or to control the workersô 

militant response to their poverty. The Factory Act was passed in 1819 as were 

laws to curb riots and prevent political meetings. In that year the óPeterlooô 

massacre in Manchester resulted when a meeting agitating for political reform 

was broken up. It became a symbol of the fight by radicals against repressive 

government. 

Subsequently the laissez-faire attitude in government gained ascendancy, 

largely following the doctrine of Adam Smith and his belief in ónatural orderô. 

A.J.P Taylor describes this as opposition to any government activity beyond a 

duty to protect against foreign foes and maintain justice4. Taylor quotes Nassau 

Seniorôs views in referring to the early part of the century: óthe duty of 

government is to keep the peace and protect [its] subjects from violence, fraud 

and malice and leave them to pursue what they believe to be their interests in the 

way in which they deem advisableô5. Two major Liberal politicians of the early 

middle years of the century, Cobden and Bright were staunch supporters of non-

intervention and it was Cobden who voiced the opinion that those silk 

manufacturers who could not survive without protection should be allowed to fail. 

Robert Peel continued dismantling protective legislation during 1842 and three 

years later in his budget of 1845 all export duties and many import duties were 

removed. The Corn Laws which had caused such hardship were axed in 1846 as 

the movement towards free trade policies gained momentum. Like Robert Peel, 

Cobden came from a Lancashire cotton manufacturing family and it was among 

the industrialists of the north where much support for his policies came6. Pughôs 

work supports this view, saying that manufacturers of cotton goods were largely 

opposed to protectionism, partially because their raw materials were imported 

without heavy duties7. Most European Governments maintained high import 

tariffs in order to protect their own businesses, ólargely out of fear of British 

competitionô8 doubtless overseas manufacturers took the same jaundiced view of 

British tariffs. This situation improved for a while after the 1860 Cobden treaty 

with France; French duties on imported manufactured goods were limited to a 

maximum of thirty per cent, still very high but exports and imports in both 

directions doubled9. While many in the textile industries struggled other factors 

led to mid-Victorian prosperity; the railway system grew rapidly as did the 

                                                           
4 Arthur J P Taylor, Laissez-Faire and State Intervention in Nineteenth Century Britain, 

(London, MacMillan, 1972) p 13. 
5 Taylor, Laissaz ïFaire, p 25. 
6 Taylor, Laissez-Faire, p 25. 
7 Martin Pugh, State and Society, British Political History, (London, Edward Arnold, 

1994) p 3. 
8 David Thomson, Europe Since Napoleon, (London, Pelican, 1966) p184. 
9 Thomson, Europe Since, p 255. 
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telegraph network, creating speed of communication which must have been as 

radical then as internet technology in the late twentieth century. The discovery of 

vast gold reserves in the colonies and North America produced revenue to fund 

massive expansion in many areas, particularly in heavy industries.  

The economic see-saw during the second half of the nineteenth century 

brought political change. In 1861 the American Civil War prevented both 

production and export of raw cotton from the Southern States, thus creating a 

ócotton famineô which caused enormous hardship for much of the textile industry. 

This was particularly so in the cotton mills of Lancashire which relied entirely on 

imported supplies of raw materials from America and many of the operatives 

there suffered terrible deprivation and starvation. In her novels North and South 

and Mary Barton Elizabeth Gaskell wrote of the appalling damage the American 

situation wrought around Manchester and Deldefield described the effect of the 

famine on the mill towns: 

He had looked for torpor in the cotton belt where he knew most of 

the looms were silent now that the bales to feed them arrived in a 

trickle from blockade runners ... but not this, not a plague that hung 

over the huddle of towns like a new Black Death that would 

ultimately carry off half the population and reduce King Cotton to 

beggary10. 

Although imports of Indian cotton rose at the time and some use was made of 

alternative fibres such as hemp, these were insufficient to alleviate the problems. 

Possibly shortage of cotton for their weaving factory encouraged firms such as 

Gurteens in Haverhill and Harmers in Norwich to develop their ready-made 

clothing operation rather than extend their loom sheds, though no doubt 

awareness of the growing need for inexpensive ready-made clothing created by 

general industrial growth was the most important single factor influencing such 

decisions. 

Briggs wrote of the tragic situation of many working class communities in the 

mid-nineteenth century: 

There were years of economic crisis in 1857 and 1866 with 

business bankruptcies and great working class distress ... general 

prosperity did not save large sections of the population from social 

distress ... according to Mathew Arnold ... machinery had added to 

the national wealth but was continuing to produce a multitude of 

miserable, sunken and ignorant human beings.11 

                                                           
10 R F Delderfield, God is an Englishman, (London, Hodder & Stoughton, 1970) p 350. 
11 Asa Briggs, Victorian People, (Chicago, University Press, 1965) p 12. 
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Undoubtedly growth in some parts of the country led to failures in others and 

this was particularly so in textile production; as the northern counties factories 

grew many of the small producers in East Anglia failed. 

For a long time the East and West of England ... were the chief 

wool manufacturing districts. When the steam engine, the spinning 

machine and the power loom arrived the less wealthy and more 

strenuous people of the north captured the trade by developing the 

factory system. They had abundant soft water ... and underneath 

their feet was the best of coal ...12 

Thus it was in areas where there was little work that the masses suffered 

terribly and with little help available. Parishes had a duty to provide óoutdoor 

reliefô to supplement the incomes of those working below the bread line, 

sometimes described as the ódeserving poorô and each town had its own 

workhouse as a last resort. Though desperate people had no option the workhouse 

was generally regarded as degrading, not only because of the regime it enforced 

but because it was for the óundeserving poorô, i.e. those unable or unwilling to 

work. Families dreaded the segregation of men, women and children that was 

forced upon them and in some cases starved rather than enter such 

establishments. In many communities the local vestry and after 1834 the board of 

guardians, óexportedô unemployed families to the colonies in the hope that they 

might find better conditions there, thus conveniently relieving local organizations 

of the need to fund the poor. 

In the last twenty-five years of the nineteenth century home industry was under 

pressure from competition and the rest of Europe was fast gaining ground on the 

óworkshop of the worldô. According to Taylor the stagnation of the export market 

led to many businessmen changing their political allegiance as they fought for 

reforms of tariffs on imported goods13. It was during this time that there was a 

series of slumps which affected many of the manufacturing industries across 

England and agriculture was hit as hard as any. All of these must have led to 

financial hardship cascading rather than trickling down through the business 

hierarchy to those working in the industries which, in better times created wealth 

not only for entrepreneurs but for the whole country and provided a living for the 

working masses. For the duration of the Crimean War (from 1854) the textile and 

clothing trades prospered as orders for much needed uniforms were processed by 

manufacturers able to mass produce. However this resurgence was short lived, 

Europe remained unsettled and the Franco Prussian conflict which began in 1870 

created political instability. The rest of Europe awaited the outcome and this must 

have affected the British export market as much as the wars of a hundred years 

                                                           
12 Lectures in British Commerce, The Woollen Industry, (London, Pitman, 1912) p 260. 
13 Taylor, Laissez-Faire, p 40. 
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earlier. Coleman wrote of debate among historians about the truth of there being a 

óGreat Depressionô lasting from 1873 to 189614 and it is clear from those 

historians quoted in this work that the debate continues. Concurrent with the 

worsening situation in manufacturing was a major and long lasting slump in 

agriculture.  

By 1871 a mere eleven per cent of the working population was employed in 

agriculture while British manufacturing produced something like fifty per cent of 

the cotton goods in the world15, an enormous shift from a hundred years earlier. 

Three years later the agricultural economy collapsed, cheaper wheat was 

imported from North America in such quantities that British farmers suffered and 

it was in 1874 the agricultural workers of Eastern England went on strike 

demanding better pay. A year on and agricultural depression had worsened with 

farm workers now paid less than most factory operatives16. George Ewart Evans 

quotes an East Anglian agricultural worker: óAt the end of the week they drew a 

wage of 9s. or 10s. barely enough to keep body and soul togetherô17. Pugh claims 

that ófurther slumps in the mid-1880s and first half of the 1890s fed the view of a 

twenty year depressionô, and adds that British farming was slow to adopt modern 

machinery18. If this is so, and there is no reason to doubt Pughôs findings, then 

surely the size of the labour force in rural areas must have encouraged slow 

modernization and thus meant that money available for wages had to be 

continually spread thinly. This would be particularly so in the Eastern Counties 

where agriculture was the only large scale alternative employment to the textile 

trades. Agriculturalists blamed a combination of cheap imports and bad weather 

for their decline whilst failing to tackle the root causes. In fact there was 

international deflation during much of this time with falling prices and profits 

forcing many businesses to close and it is unlikely that Britain suffered any more 

or less than other trading nations. According to Pugh the gross domestic product 

was fifty per cent higher in 1890 than it had been twenty years earlier, though 

annual growth slowed and individual productivity dropped19.  

By 1880 Britain was still a world leader, though it had now been 

overtaken by the USA and Germany was fast catching up, 

nonetheless those cotton, other textile and clothing manufacturers 

                                                           
14 David C Coleman, Courtaulds, An Economic and Social History, 1, (Oxford, University 

Press, 1969) p 155. 
15 Pugh, State and Society, p 3. 
16 Castleden, British History, p 253. 
17 George Ewart Evans Where Beards Wag All ,(London, Faber & Faber, 1970) p 94. 
18 Pugh, State and Society, p 7. 
19 Pugh, State & Society, p 7. 
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who had survived the lean years continued to be profitable with at 

least half their production given to export markets20.  

During the difficult years between 1870 and 1890 many manufacturers met 

with business difficulties and food prices fell in response to agricultural recession 

at home and cheap imports, this combined with stability in the cost of rented 

housing supposedly led to óan increase in real wages of one third between 1875 

and 1900ô21. Results of research from those campaigning for better conditions for 

the working class show that contrary to this view, many families incomes were 

below the breadline. 

Writing of the industrialization of textile industries, Pugh comments that in the 

early years it was possible to launch a business without much capital, but that 

such methods were insufficient during the latter part of the nineteenth century22. 

Capital outlay necessary in the textile and clothing trades was probably small in 

comparison with heavy industries such as rail and steel, nonetheless, for 

businesses which for centuries had been based on domestic methods any 

investment in factory buildings and machinery may have been more than some 

masters could afford. As more sophisticated equipment became essential in order 

to survive and compete effectively it is not difficult to see why so many failed. 

Perhaps this was particularly so in rural areas such as East Anglia where lack of 

access to main industrial centres meant increased costs of transportation of goods 

and equipment and possibly difficulty in providing training for operatives needed 

to use the equipment. It must also be remembered that in ólightô industries such as 

textiles and clothing women were the main workforce, that the majority were 

poorly paid and many part-time which encouraged politicians to disregard their 

effect on the economy. Women made up sixty per cent of employed labour in the 

Lancashire cotton towns23. The same was true of womenôs work in the textile and 

clothing towns of East Anglia, progressively so after industrialization as women 

were physically strong enough to use power looms where hand-loom weavers 

were more likely to be male with women working as spinners and winders.  

The advent of the sewing machine from the 1850s, used in both factory and 

home meant that more families were dependent on the earnings of their female 

members despite the general view of men as the breadwinners. While this 

undoubtedly increased the disposable incomes of families and led to a general 

improvement in prosperity it did not greatly relieve the burden on women. The 

sewing machine meant that output was considerably greater than in the days of 

hand sewing but they continued to work long hours for low pay in addition to 

shouldering the domestic burden. In E H Huntôs work British Labour History, he 

                                                           
20 Pugh, State and Society, p 7. 
21 _______p 41. 
22 _______p 12. 
23 _______p 59. 
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quotes from an 1824 study on cotton spinning óThe women have only themselves 

to support, the men generally have families. The women can afford to labour for 

less than menô24. Such claims are repeatedly disproved by the work of social 

campaigners for womenôs rights. Throughout the century most womenôs income 

was essential to the family budget regardless of whether they were married 

women trying to juggle their domestic role with that of working mother or single 

daughters living as part of the family. 

One author writes of the preparedness of the cotton industry to adapt to power 

looms creating óthe isolated communities around water-powered millsô25. The 

same might be said of those companies in East Anglia which flourished despite, 

and in some cases because of external conditions which affected them. It is clear 

that despite great industrial growth, there were long periods of depression and 

economic crisis during the second half of the nineteenth century. Nonetheless, 

with the exception of Courtauldôs industrialization in the early years, it was 

largely during this period that those textile and clothing manufacturers in Eastern 

England who were to survive began to plan and to invest considerably in both 

factories and machinery. In such rural areas where the depressed agricultural 

economy was the only real alternative employment, finding and keeping staff 

would not be difficult, most would be glad of regular work, particularly as it often 

meant the availability of inexpensive housing owned by the employers. Despite 

the coming of the railway to most towns and many villages, poor pay and long 

hours still made it preferable to work locally. It is interesting to note that in 

common with Cobden and Bright the Courtauld and Gurteen families were 

staunch liberals and non-conformists whose views strongly reflected the ógospel 

of workô. 

No one factor can be held responsible for the problems of the British economy 

and consequent failure of many textile producers during the second half of the 

nineteenth century. However, Colemanôs work on the Courtauld business and 

Pamela Clabburnôs book on the Norwich Shawl Industry both shed some light on 

this. The Liberal party was in power for most of the period between 1846 and 

1874 and it is possible that their insistence on free trade impacted poorly on some 

manufacturers, though at the time there were instances of European textile 

business failures where high import tariffs were in place to protect the home 

trade. Despite the widening of the franchise in 1867 and 1884, the Factories and 

Workshop act of 1878 and the acceptance of trade unions, which brought greater 

concern for those employed in major industries, much hardship continued and 

many less efficient businesses failed. Perhaps the education acts of 1870, 1880 

                                                           
24 E H Hunt, British Labour History 1815-1914,(London, Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 1981) 

p 25. 
25 Ron Fitzgerald, óDevelopment of the Cast Iron Frame in Textile Millsô, (Industrial 

Archaeology Review, No.2, 1988) p 127. 



 

 

9 

 

and 1890 played a part in that youngsters in urban areas where there was greater 

choice of work now had sufficient basic skills to look away from those 

occupations that had employed their parents.  

It was in the last quarter of the nineteenth century that campaigns for better 

conditions for the working classes gained ground. Mayhewôs journalism had been 

instrumental in drawing attention to the plight of those employed in 

manufacturing earlier in the century and encouraged campaigning against 

conditions in which many worked, he wrote ólabour had become a commodity 

organized and cheapened to suit the needs of the purchaserô26. Shaftesbury, 

Dickens and Gaskell all kept awareness of such poverty in the public eye, as did 

Charles Booth, but, apart from Clementina Black, most concentrated on those 

living and working in London and other large industrial cities. Booth, himself a 

successful ship owner, was appalled by the concentration on the creation of 

wealth regardless of its impact on much of the population and himself funded a 

large research project into the Life and Labour of the People of London. The work 

of such men and women was thorough and they measured the costs of basic 

commodities against income in specific types of work and regions of the country. 

Thus they were able to illustrate quite clearly which occupations and industries 

provided inadequate incomes for those employed therein. Perhaps it was pressure 

from these campaigners who were so influential in their own fields which partly 

led to greater state intervention. It was during these years that both the board of 

agriculture and the board of education were established and as a result of the 1870 

Education Act there was an increase in spending from three quarters of a million 

in 1870 to £7 million in 1895. During the last thirty years of the century the tiered 

system of local government was introduced. County councils, rural district 

councils, town councils and parish councils were established with members 

drawn from the communities they served; this must have led to greater awareness 

of local needs, though their powers were limited. There was still no financial 

support in time of illness or unemployment, this was left to individuals 

contributing to friendly societies and to the philanthropy of employers if they 

were so inclined, thus such help was very much a lottery. Pugh comments that: 

capitalismôs failure to address poverty led to a sort of coalition of socialists and 

liberals ï óHobhouse, Hobson and Masterman urged the state to accept a duty to 

promote a programme of socio-economic reformô27, Pugh also suggests that it 

was the move away from the doctrine of individualism which prevailed during the 

middle years of the century that led in 1890 towards a more ósophisticated 

modern form of governmentô which inevitably led to greater state intervention 

                                                           
26 Pugh, State and Society, p 44. 
27 Pugh, State and Society, p 53. 
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and the employment of many more government workers to administer the 

growing number of offices and departments which resulted28. 

This then is the background in which some businesses developed and 

strengthened and where many others failed. It was a century of extremes, the 

establishment of heavy industries made possible by the industrial revolution of 

the previous century, the population shift to the growing towns from rural areas 

and the making of great wealth. Such dramatic changes also led to periods of 

absolute destitution for many and it was in these changing circumstances that the 

East Anglian clothing industry became established and the textile manufacturers 

of the region who survived consolidated their position. 

                                                           
28 ______ p 57. 
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2.  

GROWTH OF THE READY TO WEAR INDUSTRY 

Prior to industrialization and mechanization those living and working in the 

countryside had worn smock-frocks or fustian breeches and waistcoats but the 

growing need for clerical staff, and workers in heavy industry moving into towns 

created a need for different and often more formal clothing. This population 

increase into areas where work was plentiful and largely factory based, had a 

knock-on effect, first in the growth of the building industry which then 

encouraged the growth of small businesses, shops and offices to service the needs 

of the industrial communities. Where parents and grandparents had neither 

needed, nor had the funds to buy formal wear, those now employed in commerce 

and industry needed to conform to the emerging patterns of workwear: 

The greatest range of clothing is seen not among patricians and 

aristocrats, but throughout the much larger sections of the 

population from the lower professional classes downwards. This 

variety was recognized at the time and seen as an important 

confirmation of oneôs place in society. Any deviation attracted 

ridicule or condemnation for óaping your bettersô. In his painting 

óWorkô Ford Maddox Brown used the distinctive clothing of 

different groups as a visual metaphor for their occupations ... the 

difference between broadcloth worn by one class and fustian of 

another was particularly striking1. 

Dress historian Sarah Levitt quotes from an 1875 article on the ready-to-wear 

industry in Bristol, saying óOrders flow in from all parts of the worldô2. It is clear 

from surviving press reports that markets created by the expatriate communities 

in the colonies combined with the growth of domestic trade resulted in 

tremendous expansion in the clothing industry as a whole. Rimmer, writing of 

Marshallôs flax spinning company in Leeds comments on the importance of an 

increasing colonial market in the (textile) industries development3, an observation 

equally relevant to clothing production. 

Flora Thompson writing of her Oxfordshire village in the 1880s described the 

clothing of country men in terms which exactly reflected the changing pattern of 

Gurteenôs production: 

                                                           
1 Sarah Levitt, Cheap Mass-Produced Clothing in the 19th Century and Early 20th Century, 

(Textile History 22, 1992) p 179. 
2 Levitt, Cheap Mass-Produced Menôs Clothing, p 148. 
3 W G Rimmer, Marshalls of Leeds, Flax Spinners. (Cambridge, University Press, 1960) p 

4. 
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The carter, shepherd and a few of the older labourers still wore the 

traditional smock-frock ... but this old country style of dressing was 

already out of date; most of the men wore suits of stiff, dark brown 

corduroy, or in summer, corduroy trousers and unbleached drill 

jacket4. 

Then as now, it seems that older generations were unconcerned with fashion 

and continued to wear what they had always worn and considered to be practical 

for their way of life. There are several published studies of consumption covering 

changes during the second half of the nineteenth century, all discuss changes in 

work patterns and increased disposable income of which a larger percentage was 

spent on clothing. Social and labour historian, Asa Briggs, wrote of the benefit to 

manufacturing industries which resulted from the growth of the rail network: óFor 

real wages continued to rise as well as prices. The general reduction of taxes on 

food and the shortening of the length of the working day permitted unparalleled 

working class progressô5. Pay rose sharply in the early 1870s, with increases in 

food prices minimal, thus releasing a larger part of the family income for 

spending in other areas6. Hamish Frazer in his work on the development of 

retailing explained the growth of the menôs wear trade: 

(From) 1850 to 1914 a clerk (white collar worker) had to wear a 

frock coat, but by the end of the nineteenth century needed a lounge 

suit for informal wear. In order for the husband to dress properly 

the wife had to dress-make for herself and the children7.  

This supports Thompsonôs comments on womenôs clothing, and shows why, at 

least in part, growth of the menôs wear trade was far greater than that for women. 

Census returns show that as well as domestic sewing for their own needs, every 

town and village had dressmakers or seamstresses who would sew for better off 

women in the community. May claims that during the middle years of the 

nineteenth century the ready-made clothing market in this country was minimal8, 

previous quotations in this chapter show that this may have been so for womenôs 

clothing but menôs wear was a rapidly growing and consumer led industry. 

Despite some reduction in working hours for the masses, factory rules for 1877 

show that employees still worked a long day, and this was the norm in textile and 

clothing as well as in other industries. Courtauld and Gurteen factories still 

operated a twelve hour day, as did most clothing manufactories in the region. 

                                                           
4 Flora Thompson, Lark Rise to Candleford, (London, Penguin, 2008ed.) p 36. 
5 Asa Briggs, Victorian People, (Chicago, University Press, 1967) p 10. 
6 David Thomson, England in the 19th Century,(London, Penguin, 1967) p 139. 
7 Hamish Frazer, The Coming of the Mass Market, (London, Macmillan, 1981) p 62. 
8 Trevor May, An Economic and Social History of Britain,1760-1970, (London, Longman, 

1987) p 313. 
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Oral history testimony from factory operatives in Haverhill, show that their 

parents and grandparents who were employed during the latter part of the 

nineteenth century had worked twelve hours plus overtime when the need arose.  

One area which probably stimulated the enormous growth in the clothing 

industry was the rapid expansion of credit shopping. Newspapers and magazines 

of the period show advertising at both local and national level, all encouraging 

readers to buy with various methods of deferred payment. Clothing clubs sprang 

up across the country, initially run by local retailers but later as a large and well 

organized source of borrowing. Retailers of all sizes offered credit and in many 

cases discounted the price for prompt payment. A study of accounts of two town 

centre retailers and two village draper/grocers in Cambridge and its rural 

hinterlands show that all allowed customers credit9. E J Clark, a general shop in 

the village of Bourn supplied a number of customers with one outfit a year, 

almost all were breeches and vest (waistcoat), most paid off the £1.6s. or £1.8s. at 

monthly intervals, with a replacement bought as soon as the debt on the previous 

items was clear10. Many of the outfits were of corduroy, but both drabbett and 

fustian goods were purchased at times. (fustian is sometimes used as an 

alternative term for corduroy or as a generic name for heavy work-wear) A study 

of the census for Bourn shows that most of Clarkôs customers were farm 

labourers. Smarts, a middle price range shop in central Cambridge, which sold 

bespoke and ready-to-wear goods, advertised their club shopping by means of a 

savings box specifically to put money aside to spend in their shop. Josiah Chater, 

who served an apprenticeship in the fabric and clothing department of Eaden 

Lilley, a Cambridge store, prior to opening his own draperôs shop in the city, kept 

detailed diaries for much of his life. He wrote of the store staying open on 

specific evenings to allow members of clothing clubs from outlying villages to be 

bussed into the city11. One must wonder whether this was because evenings were 

when most working class customers would be free to shop or if the clubs brought 

in such large numbers it would be difficult to contain them during the normal 

opening hours, or to save their smarter city customers from the realization that 

they also supplied the labouring classes. Fraser summed up the growth of credit 

thus: 

The retailing trade was adjusting to a new and increased demand, 

but shopkeepers were also coming to realize that they had a 

function in not only satisfying demand, but also in stimulating it ... 

even in the smallest budget there was an order of priorities which, 

under sales pressure, could be altered ... in some ways the most 

                                                           
9 Gillian Holman, Shopping in Cambridgeshire, unpublished Essay, Winchester School of 

Art, 1993. 
10 Cambridgeshire County Records Office, R82/102, E J Clark Accounts. 
11 Museum of Cambridge, Accession not listed, Josiah Chaterôs Diaries. 
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effective bait that shopkeepers could offer was credit and the giving 

of credit was at the heart of retailing, at all levels of the market, in 

the second half of the nineteenth century12. 

In comparing the British and American clothing trades in the nineteenth 

century Andrew Godley comments that the ready-to-wear market was stimulated 

by óinnovative retailing practices ... it was the retailers who initiated the 

substitution of ready-made garments for bespoke goodsô13; He claims that it was 

the standardization of sizing rather than technological development which 

promoted mass production14. While both these points are valid and undoubtedly 

affected manufacturing methods, it appears that the most important single factor 

was the changing requirements of working men.  

In London and other major manufacturing centres such as Leeds this growth 

resulted in either sweated labour or the use of sub-contractors. In many cases the 

two were synonymous, for sweating was the only way that every level in the 

hierarchy could earn. Inevitably the lower down the pile the smaller the 

percentage, consequently it was the operatives who made the goods who fared 

worst. Sweating was the practice of employing large numbers, working in often 

crowded and appalling conditions for very little money, sadly a situation which 

still exists in some parts of the world. 

John Barran of Leeds, originally a tailor and óclothes dealerô, began to develop 

in the 1850s, producing similar goods to those made in the Eastern region, 

including smock-frocks. He set up his first factory when sewing machines 

became commonly available in the 1850s*. Initially Barran had between twenty 

and thirty sewing machinists on site but the fabric was still hand cut and that itself 

limited output. Again it seems to have been response to increased demand that 

made Barran invest in band-knife cutting which allowed expansion. (The band-

knife cut through several inches depth of cloth, therefore multiplying the supply 

from cutter to machinist many times, thus giving scope to occupy more machine 

operatives). Barranôs factory was sited in central Leeds and expansion meant 

several moves to larger premises; By 1867 Barran carried stock of ready-made 

clothing to the value of £10,000 and within two years this had risen to £15,00015. 

Like Beverley Lemire, Godley writes of the ready-made industry starting with the 

needs of soldiers and that óby 1851 the cheap labour was supplied in the port 

towns of the south-west and the market towns of East Anglia as well as from the 

vast metropolitan army of the underemployed in Londonôs East End16. It is a sad 

                                                           
12 Frazer, Mass Markets, p 85. 
13 Andrew Godley, British and American Clothing Industries, (Textile History 28, 1997) p 

72. 
14 Godley, Clothing Industries, p 71. 
15 David Ryott, John Barron of Leeds, (Private Publication, 1951) p 7. 
16 Andrew Godley, Singer in Britain, (Textile History 27, 1996) pp 59/76. 
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fact that most studies of the growth of the clothing trades refer exclusively to 

those manufacturers based in and around Leeds, Manchester and London while 

the very considerable industry in the Eastern Counties is either mentioned in 

passing or totally ignored. 

The main growth in the sale of sewing machines in this country was between 

1860 and the turn of the century. Initially sold mainly to working tailors, the 

successful advertising in national and local papers and magazines, combined with 

Singer offering credit terms opened up new markets and led to an enormous 

growth in their use. Many firms bought machines not only for their factories but 

to install in their outworkerôs homes, though in many cases female employees had 

to pay the employers back over an extended period. Godley writes of óSingerôs 

New Family modelô, brought out in 1865 and sold to domestic and industrial 

markets alike17. In addition to its business use a sewing machine became a 

domestic status symbol and often graced the corner of the living room of peopleôs 

homes. The increase in quantity of output from what had been small workshop 

manufacturers who were now able to develop factory production must have been 

manifold. Singer sales between 1871 and 1880 amounted to 440,000; in the 

following ten year period that increased to 960,000; the number of garment 

workers in England and Wales in 1871 was reckoned to be 540,000, ten years 

later this had risen to 612,000 and by 1901 to 750,00018 It has been remarked that 

far from relieving the situation of seamstresses the invention of the sewing 

machine led to an enormous growth in subcontracting and piece work but despite 

this many women were still better off than they had been in the days of hand 

sewn garments19. Inasmuch as women employed as machinists could produce 

greater quantities than when hand sewing this may be true, nevertheless many 

were still appallingly badly paid for working long hours either at home or in the 

factory. By the time the master and the various layers of subcontractors had taken 

their money there was little left for the women who put the garments together. 

There is no clear evidence of a sub-contracting system in the East Anglian towns 

dominated by the clothing industry; all appear to have made entire garments on 

the premises. 

 

                                                           
17 Godley, Clothing Industries, p 72. 
18 Godley, Clothing Industries, p 69. 
19 Maxine Berg(ed) Alexander Hay, Technology and Toil in 19th Century Britain, (London, 

Humanities Press, 1979) p 49. 
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3.  

EARLY AND NINETEENTH CENTURY NORWICH 

In mediaeval times Norwich was the most important textile centre in the region 

and indeed in the country; as the seat of the early worsted trade it was regarded as 

the second city of the realm and until the mid-eighteenth century was the most 

populous in the provinces. As has been shown in previous chapters, from the 

fourteenth century onwards successive waves of European immigrants introduced 

the high quality cloth which came to be known as the óNew Draperiesô. The 

earliest of the newcomers were invited here specifically to pass on their skills to 

the local community; previously weavers in East Anglia had produced rough 

woollen cloth similar to those made across the country. In 1564 in the reign of 

Elizabeth I it was reported that the trade of Norwich was failing and that 

immigrants were being given permission to settle:  

The commodities of worsted making is greatly decayed ... many 

citizens both merchants and artisans that had their whole living and 

great numbers of the poor of the city were set on work spinning, 

weaving, dyeing, callendering and shearing, were now to give 

themselves to other exercises and trades to maintain their families 

... Strangers of the low countries were now come to London and 

Sandwich and had got licences of the Queens Majesty - to exercise 

the making of Flanders commodities made of wool - which 

Strangers came over for refuge against persecution then raised 

against them by the power of the Duke of Alva, principal for the 

king of Spain1. 

Rickards translation of the report of the Norwich Strangers arriving in the city 

reads: 

Elizabeth by the grace of God, Queen of England, France and 

Ireland, Defender of the Faith ... as well for the help, repair and 

amendment of our city of Norwich, by placing in the same men of 

knowledge and sundry handycrafts as also for their relief and 

convenience, placing of certain Dutchmen of the Low Countries of 

Flanders, being very skilful therein ... do licence, give and grant full 

power, liberty ... to exercise the faculties of making bays, arras, 

sayes, tapestry, mockadoes, staments, carsay and such outlandish 

commodities as hath not been used to be mayde within our realme 

                                                           
1 D L Rickards, The Norwich Dutch & Walloon Strangers Book of Orders, 1564-1643. 

(University of East Anglia, Unpublished Thesis, 1989) p 73. 
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of England. You shall not occupy buying and selling of any kind of 

merchandise or any foreign commodity other than such as you shall 

work and make within this city. Every quarter alyens to yield 

accounts of their doings to two aldermen of the city, of all 

customers, duty to be paid to the city2 . 

The newcomers became known as óthe strangersô and the number coming to 

the city was sufficient to merit them being granted not only freedom to work; 

though within these very strict limits, but to have their own cloth halls which 

were separate from those of native workers and their own places of worship. The 

goods were checked for quality and sealed accordingly; perfection in the finished 

piece was paramount and those guilty of producing faulty goods could be fined. If 

beyond redemption the whole piece was ótorn in twainô and returned to the maker. 

Seals applied to each piece made it clear which community had produced it and 

the discipline which supported the sealing system was extremely harsh, though 

possibly not regarded so by the standards which then prevailed. There were 

reports of men and women being publicly whipped in the Market place or 

ódragged through the streets at the tail of a cartô for having ósold yarn falseô3. This 

was when piece lengths were marked inaccurately or there were flaws in the 

weaving. Such jurisdiction was partly due to flagrant nationalism, but also to 

protect the reputation of cloth bearing the cityôs seals. Disputes frequently arose 

between Strangers and the local populace, who whilst wanting the trade the 

foreigners brought in, still complained that they took their business and bribed 

carriers to take goods direct to London to obtain a better price rather than sell 

through their local wool hall. In 1575 there was a report that óBy their means our 

cittie (sic) is well inhabitedéThe Merchants by their commodities have great 

trade as well within the realme as without the realmeô and at the same time from 

the English that the Strangers were taking their living awayô4. 

Despite many problems the Strangers must gradually have been assimilated 

into the Cityôs business life, though most reports suggest that for many years they 

retained their cultural identity, to the extent that a óFrench Churchô continued in 

the City until 1834. Presumably they were eventually fully integrated into the 

local community. Many Norwich families must be descended from the incomers 

who settled in the City during those years.  

As well as the city dwellers involvement in the weaving trades, those resident 

in the surrounding villages relied on the Norwich masters for their work. In the 

early eighteenth century Defoe wrote: 

 
                                                           

2 Rickards, Norwich Strangers, p 74. 
3 Sir Frank Warner, History of the English Silk Industry, (London, Drane 1921) p 268 & p 

278. 
4 Warner, History, p 270. 
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An eminent weaver of Norwich gave me a scheme of their trade, 

calculating from the number of looms employed in the city of 

Norwich only, besides those employed in other towns in the 

county, that there were 120,000 people employed in the woollen 

and silk manufactures of that city only ... this shows the wonderful 

extent of the Norwich stuff-weaving trade, by which so many 

thousands of families are maintained ... Their trade indeed felt a 

very sensible decay and the cries of the poor began to be very loud 

when the wearing of painted calicoes was grown to such a height in 

England as was seen about two or three years ago, but an act of 

Parliament having been obtained in the year 1720 for prohibiting 

the use and wearing of calicoes, the stuff trade revived incredibly5. 

The act proved impossible to police and fell into disuse before being repealed; 

to enforce such legislation would have required the checking throughout the land 

of peopleôs apparel. By 1771 trade seemed to have improved for Arthur Young 

described the city having 38,000 to 40,000 inhabitants and: 

Staple manufacture of crapes and camblets plus an abundance of 

damasks, sattins (sic) etc. The earnings of the manufacturers 

(masters) are various, but in general high. Men on average do not 

exceed five shillings a week but many women earn as much. Draw 

boys (and girls) from ten to thirteen (earn) two and sixpence a 

week. Pipe boys and girls, (winders of yarn), from five years to 

nine years, nine pence. Dyers fifteen shillings, hot pressers fifteen 

shillings and women for doubling silk eight shillings....There are 

regular exports to Rotterdam each six weeks of up to £480,000. 

Twenty-six tons of goods are sent by broad wheeled wagons ... 

Weekly to London at £500 a ton an average of 13,000 tons per 

annum, value £676,000 ... Occasional ships and wagons to various 

places £200,000 ... In Norwich each loom employs six people, 

combers, spinners, doublers, pressers, dyers, warpers and weavers. 

The number of looms is 12,000 and the number of people 72,0006. 

[Employed in the trade] 

The river Wensum runs through Norwich behind many of the old textile trade 

buildings and for much of the time when the city was dominated by the weaving 

industry, wherries, the shallow river boats, were plying their trade carrying goods 

in and out of the city. It was disputed by the late Ursula Priestley (in conversation 

                                                           
5 Daniel Defoe, A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, (Exeter, Webb and 

Bower, The Promotional Reprint Company, 1992) p 24. 
6 Warner, History, p 280. 
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with the present author) that this means was used to transfer both raw materials to 

the weavers and piece goods out to the port of Yarmouth for export to northern 

Europe. Youngôs report, written at a time when trade was booming, indicates that 

water transport was used, though surely greater quantities were sent by wagon to 

professional London factors for ongoing shipment; then as now, these were the 

people who would have the expertise and the contacts to increase trade and to 

ensure the flow of goods and cash ran as smoothly as possible. Trevor Fawcett 

quotes port records as showing evidence of goods going out through Yarmouth 

but he qualifies this by pointing out that cargo documents at that time were at best 

imperfect but concludes that they nevertheless gave general guidance on óvolume 

and direction of tradeô7. All three reports suggest a wide distribution network 

which fed both export and home markets. 

 

 
Figure 1: The Little Norwich Shawl Worker, engraving by Tomas Overton 1862. 

Courtesy of Norfolk Museum Services. 

                                                           
7 Trevor Fawcett, Argonauts and Commercial Travellers, (Textile History 16, 1985) pp 

151-156. 
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Figure 2: Engraving of 18th century draw-loom with draw-boy at work. Courtesy 

of University of East Anglia, Centre for East Anglian Studies. 

Norwich suffered in the middle of the eighteenth century but in later years and 

until the fashion changes in the late 1870s some local manufacturers achieved 

great success weaving fashionable fine wool and silk shawls, both square and 

rectangular. Initially printed, painted or hand embroidered (Figure 1) and later 

with woven designs there were a number of manufacturers who prospered while 

producing these sought after items. They were woven from wool, silk or wool and 

silk mixtures8, and before the advent of the jacquard loom were extremely time 

consuming and costly to make. They involved long hours of work for weavers 

and for the young draw boys and girls perched above the loom, (Figure 2) lifting 

                                                           
8 Pamela Clabburn, The Norwich Shawl, (London, The Norfolk Museum Service & 

HMSO, 1995) p 11. 
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groups of warp yarns to achieve the required design. Edward Burrows, a major 

weaver in the city is reputed to have produced the first shawl in 1780 and this was 

rapidly followed by other manufacturers, the most notable perhaps being the firm 

of Hervey, who wove in worsted or silk/worsted mixtures and who in 1792 

produced their own token coinage9. One report cited in the Victoria County 

History claims that the elaborate brocaded patterns made by an expert weaver 

only progressed at the rate of one inch per day and that the preparation of the 

loom was as lengthy and costly as the weaving itself, this is confirmed in 

Clabburnôs writing on the shawl industry of Norwich. The finished items could 

retail between twelve and twenty guineas each with the more ornate examples 

costing as much as fifty guineas, though the weavers reputedly earned in the 

region of 24s.10d per shawl, out of which they had to pay ancillary workers and 

running costs10.  

Campbell comments that in Paisley ówages were high, wealth diffused and the 

workers lived in easy, opulent circumstances, all this due initially to their 

burgeoning silk gauze trade11. Competition from the Scottish industry damaged 

Norwichôs shawl business in the early and middle years of the nineteenth century 

supposedly by ópiratingô designs and then flooding the market, thereby ruining 

the exclusivity offered to owners of a Norwich shawl. However, Campbell claims 

that Paisleyôs trade was highly organized before they began to weave shawls; silk 

for the gauze weavers was brought in via London and the boxes returned carrying 

finished goods. These were sold through manufacturers own offices in Dublin and 

London, or through their overseas agents12. Again there were appeals for 

protective legislation for the East Anglian capital, which were largely ignored, 

though one positive result was the registration of designs which in itself afforded 

some protection13. The introduction of more power looms helped, and use of the 

jacquard mechanism in the early 1800s cut costs, though there were strong 

objections to their use. The height of the new looms made it impossible to 

accommodate them in weaversô homes and this meant that factory work was 

inevitable; for men used to working independently the idea was abhorrent, 

consequently it was not introduced into the city until 183014. If Campbellôs 

writings on the Paisley industry is accurate the Scottish weavers were readier to 

accept modernization, she says: óThough it was a comparative latecomer to the 

trade, the Paisley shawl industry soon surpassed the long established shawl 

making centers of Edinburgh and Norwich ... By the mid-nineteenth century, 

                                                           
9 Clabburn, The Norwich Shawl, p 11. 
10 Clabburn, The Norwich Shawl, p 40. 
11 Kimberley C Campbell, Paisley Before the Shawl, (Textile History, 33, 2002) p 168. 
12 Campbell, Paisley Before, pp 165-168 
13 Clabburn, The Norwich Shawl, p 19. 
14______ p 54. 
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Paisley was synonymous not with silk gauze, but with shawls15. Trade in Norwich 

gradually declined and the 1838 Royal Commission on weaving claimed that of 

the 5,075 looms in the city 1,021 were unemployed. It was inevitable that only 

the most efficient survived and though Clabburn and Sons (Figure 3) won Gold 

Medals at both the first Paris Exhibition in 1850 and the London Exhibition in 

1862, (it is not recorded if they won medals at the 1851 Great Exhibition) the 

number of manufacturers shrank steadily. Throughout the century trade continued 

to a greater or lesser degree but the city of Norwich never regained its former 

prominence. [The Norwich museum service holds a splendid collection of 

shawls] (Figure 4) Strangely there is little information of other worsted 

manufacturers who must still have operated in the city though the evidence that 

some manufacturers in the early nineteenth century were endeavouring to pay 

their weavers with goods instead of wages (truck system) suggests that some 

other items were produced. A newspaper of 1826 claimed that weavers were paid 

in cheap goods and ends of ranges such as fustians, blankets and expensive 

shawls which they were unable to resell, which in turn aggravated their poverty16. 

 

 
Figure 3: Woven Silk Shawl, circa 1865, probably from Clabburn of Norwich. 

From the Authorôs own collection. 

 

                                                           
15 Campbell, Paisley Before, p 173. 
16 Clabburn, The Norwich Shawl, p 56. 



 

 

23 

 

 
Figure 4: Printed Silk Gauze shawl, mid-19th century, possibly Paisley or 

France. From the Authorôs own collection. 

There were some silk manufacturers in Norwich during the nineteenth century; 

Grout, Bayliss and Company, a London firm, opened there as well as in Bocking 

and Saffron Walden, and there were probably others equally anxious to use the 

skills of the many made redundant by the shrinking woollen industry. Certainly 

mourning crape was successfully produced there though by how many firms and 

in what quantities is unclear. Finally fickle fashion took its toll, during the 1860s 

and early 70s womenôs clothing was such that an all round distribution of fullness 

in the skirt made it still possible to wear a shawl, though perhaps less elegantly 

than in the Regency period. The shift to a straighter front skirt and ever growing 

bustles behind made the shawl impractical and little jackets or spencers were 

adopted to complement the wearerôs dress.  

As the Norwich weaving trade of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries suffered first from decline of the overseas woollen market, and later 

from fashionôs pendulum many firms went out of business or transferred their 
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skills to other products. The firm of F W Harmer was such a one, late seventeenth 

century records describe them variously as Worsted Weavers, Wool Combers, 

Yarn Makers and Merchants. In 1825 the cloth merchants firm of Rivett and 

Harmer was formed and remained a partnership until 1859 when Rivett retired at 

which time F W Harmer and his descendants took over completely, changing the 

name accordingly17. According to David Harmer by the early years of the 

nineteenth century the firm had ceased manufacturing cloth and had become 

wholesalers or factors for manufacturers of the Northern counties. Unfortunately 

there are no surviving records to explain when or why they ceased weaving and 

began trading as merchants and it was not until about 1850, shortly after the 

invention of the sewing machine that the firm began its capital investment in 

machinery and started to manufacture apparel. As with other clothing 

entrepreneurs of the period additional expansion followed and what had initially 

been a speculative move developed into a clothing factory, complete with steam 

boiler and band-knife cutting. Under the direction of F W Harmer the Norwich 

factory grew in tandem with the needs of the ready-to-wear industry and in or 

about 1887 moved to new purpose built premises18. The company history shows a 

number of salesmen employed during the middle and late 1800s and by the end of 

the century they were selling goods through their London office and sending a 

sales force out from there and from Norwich to bring in orders.  

During those early years many of the firmôs employees stayed with them for 

most of their working life. Their 1925 publication includes written memoirs of 

four members of staff, one of whom joined the firm as a clerk and finished as 

their general manager, and three salesmen. Clearly in publishing such accounts 

the firm would exercise selectivity, it is unlikely they would print unflattering 

memories. Nonetheless, the words of the travellers are particularly relevant in 

comparing the life of a salesman during the latter part of the nineteenth century 

with that of his late twentieth century counterpart. Mr. Hewitt who joined the firm 

in 1887 wrote: 

My memory does not go back to the time when travellers conveyed 

their samples on pack horses, but for many years I drove on my 

rounds with a horse and four-wheeled wagonette. I have been run 

away with in my trap more than once ... On one occasion my trap 

was wrecked by a train ... on another my horse was nearly carried 

off its legs and drowned as I was crossing Welney Wash ... 

Workmen wore printed cloths and moleskins or velveteens or cords 

                                                           
17 F W Harmer & Co. 1825-1925, A Short History of One Hundred Years, (1925, Private 

Company Publication) p 8. 
18 Harmer, A Short History, p 9. 
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that were printed and called Partridge and Pheasant Cords. We also 

sold broadcloths19. 

His colleague, Mr. Shields, who started his life with Harmers in the warehouse 

recalled: 

The conditions of the Wholesale Clothing Trade have altered very 

much since I started work folding up sleeved waistcoats made of 

Chinese velvet. The firm sold large quantities of these goods which 

were bright coloured and embroidered with flowers of a different 

shade. The waistcoats were sold for about 20s. (£1) each and were 

worn by agricultural labourers. Though they must have been 

expensive garments to purchase from our customers, (retailers) they 

lasted the wearer a lifetime and nothing could wear them out. 

People liked fancy garments in those days, and even the smocks 

which were worn by the labourers had coloured glass buttons sewn 

in the embroidery. In the early stages I drove on my rounds with a 

horse and wagonette ... I have seen many changes, but I think the 

present times are quite the best ... it rejoices me to see how well 

people of today are clad as compared with the indifferent manner in 

which they were clothed when I started work in 187520.  

Having worked for Harmers for over fifty years, Mr Shields illustrates with 

these few words the main reason, along with parallel development of machinery, 

how and why the clothing trade grew so rapidly in the final quarter of the 

nineteenth century. Industrialization brought the need for a greater variety and 

quantity of clothing, this was fuelled by a considerably larger disposable income 

for many of the retailersô customers. 

                                                           
19 Harmer, A Short History, pp 32-33. 
20 _______A Short History, pp 32-33.  
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4. 

SUDBURY 

I know nothing for which this town is remarkable, except for being 

very populous and very poor. They have a great manufacture of 

says and perpetuanas and multitudes of poor people are employed 

in working them, but the number of poor is almost ready to eat up 

the rich1. 

An eighteenth century Frenchman travelling in England wrote that quantities 

of broadcloths made in the town were exported to northern and eastern Europe as 

well as to the Iberian Peninsula and Scandinavia, and of the ósuperiority of the 

homes of the English workers compared to those in Franceô. He described the 

Sudbury textile trade as:  

Woollen and silk stuffs. The silk all for the London Market, being 

funded by merchants from the capital who get the work done here 

at the lowest rates. There is a much greater number of woollen 

looms é The cloths are coarse and thin a kind of double serge, 

good for clothes for working women. The trade of the town is as 

considerable as it can be, that is to say all hands are employed in it 

é In the American war it languished and was reduced almost to 

nothing but it has recovered its former vigour2 . 

Like many towns of the region, Sudburyôs wool weaving was well known in 

mediaeval times though never apparently as important as Norwich, Colchester or 

Braintree many of the population were entirely dependent on the trade. 

Fourteenth century records list a hundred and sixty households of whom thirty 

were either óbig weaversô producing broadloom cloth, or ólittle weaversô making 

narrow goods3.  

Assigned to be residence of the Flemings whom Edward III (1327-

77) induced to settle in this country to instruct the English in the 

various branches of the woollen trade. This manufacture formed the 

staple for many years and was succeeded by those of silk goods, 

                                                           
1 Daniel Defoe, A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, (Exeter, Webb & 

Bower, The Promotional Reprint Company, 1992) p 20. 
2 Francois De La Roche Foucauld, trans. Norman Scarfe, A Frenchmanôs Year in 

Suffolk,(Woodbridge, The Boydell Press, 1988) pp 110-111. 
3 Peter Walters, Unpublished lecture notes. 
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says, crapes, (later called crepe) and buntings of which branches 

still continue to exist4. 

Apart from this little is written about the textile trades of Sudbury until the 

eighteenth century. These opposing views of Defoe and de la Roche Foucauld 

illustrate the difficulties of drawing accurate conclusions as to the state of the 

trade, the Frenchman compares Sudbury very favourably with rural towns in 

France while Defoe used the larger and more affluent East Anglian textile centres 

as his yardstick. De La Roche Foucauld comments that: óThey say though, that as 

for camlets and calendered cloths, France is beginning to take their businessô5. 

Despite these views there is evidence that French weavers also suffered loss of 

work. Nonetheless some of the surviving buildings in the town suggest reasonable 

prosperity in Georgian times; there are a number of quite substantial properties 

containing the large first floor windows needed to give light to weavers working 

at their looms. 

Arthur Young described the town as óan exceedingly dirty but a great 

manufacturing town ... they possess a great number of hands who earn their 

livelihood é weaving it into says and burying crape which are their principal 

articles6. The Victoria County History of Suffolk describes Sudbury in the 1780s 

as still dominated by the woollen industry and óThe road side spinners which had 

long been one of the sights that most struck passing travellers throughout the 

eighteenth centuryô having gradually disappeared as the wool trade gave way to 

production of other textiles7. The VCH lists three silk and five woollen 

manufacturers, but gives no indication of their size.  

Census returns for the town in 1841, excluding all the outlying villages, show a 

population of just over 2000. Involved in the textile and clothing trades were 22 

tailors, all male, and 12 dressmakers, all female. Two hundred and twenty men 

are listed as weavers, predominantly silk, with one hundred and sixty-one women 

weavers, again mainly in the silk industry. Fourteen women are variously 

described as winders, combers and warpers, some are described simply as 

weavers. Unfortunately there is no indication as to how many were self-employed 

as opposed to those working for one master. Undoubtedly all weaving was on 

hand-looms. Perhaps this is an indication of Sudburyôs weavers unwillingness to 

adapt, for the town is on the river Stour which was surely fast flowing enough to 

harness water power to run at least some of the looms. Equally it might indicate 

that the owners of the townôs businesses could not raise the money needed for 

                                                           
4 VCH, County History off Suffolk, 2, (London, Constable, 1907) pp 273-4.  
5 De La Roche Foucauld, Frenchmanôs Year, p 111. 
6 Arthur Young, A General View of Agriculture in the County of Suffolk, (London, Board 

of Agriculture, 1804) p 143. 
7 The Victoria County History of Suffolk, 2, (London, Constable, 1907) p 274. 
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such investment, and it is known that East Anglian weavers were resistant to 

mechanization feeling it threatened their jobs. 

In 1813, Young described Sudburyôs wool and silk manufacture with: 

Hemp ... grown, harvested and spun and woven in the county ... the 

weaver buys it who converts it into cloth. The spinners earn better 

and more steady wages than by wool ... Nor is the trade é subject 

to great depressions, there being always more work than hands. ... 

The fabrics wrought in this county from their own hemp have great 

merit8.  

Hemp was certainly grown locally and was infinitely cheaper than silk and 

wool. It was used to make sacking and inexpensive cloth for aprons and 

sometimes mixed with cotton or linen to make fustian and drabbett, it was 

therefore probably a steadier trade without the fluctuations in sales of wools and 

silks. However, much of it was woven in the local workhouses and the present 

author has found little evidence to suggest that hemp alone provided much work. 

By 1844 the woollen industry in Sudbury was in serious decline, though 

bunting for ships flags was still produced and there were four large 

establishments employing a considerable number of hands in the manufacture of 

silk, velvet and satin. Again this is noted as being the result of labour costs 

driving London silk masters out of the capital to East Anglia9 claims which had 

been made of the growth of Paisleyôs trade some eighty years earlier. In 1838 

there were about 600 looms in the town and neighbourhood óbut half of them 

were out of employment in consequence of the general depressionô, it was 

claimed that these provided work for 270 men, 250 women and 80 boys. At that 

time most production was of plain fabrics, mainly umbrella silks, all were hand 

loomed. The Walters brothers, Stephen and Daniel, were originally weavers of 

umbrella silk in London and it may have been during this period that they opened 

their workshop in Sudbury. Records do not survive to give firm dates or the 

reasons for extending their business to Suffolk. By 1875 the manufacture of 

buntings had ended and there were 9 silk mills using 250 looms; an average of 27 

looms in each mill so most were probably small units, plus two mat factories, 

though there is no record of when they were established or how many they 

employed. The few weavers of luxury silks such as velvets and satins were able 

to earn 12s. per week, but employment was extremely irregular and most suffered 

considerable hardship. Those producing the cheaper plain fabrics earned little 

over half that amount, the weavers generally considered themselves to be worse 

off than agricultural workers10. 

                                                           
8 Young, A General View, p 55. 
9 VCH, p 274. 
10 Whiteôs Suffolk Trade Directory, (Whiteôs Directory, 1844) pp 571-4. 
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Peter Walters, former managing director of Stephen Walters Ltd. in Sudbury, 

wrote of the trade in the nineteenth century:  

A girl would be able to look after six or eight spindles, so it was 

very labour intensive ... the throwing mills were almost the first 

factory development in the industry ... there was a seventy two hour 

working week [presumably when there was enough work to go 

round] ... an agreement with a girl [aged about twelve] was bound 

in the sum of one shilling, to work six days a week for twelve hours 

a day.... In around 1824 they [the government] took off the heavy 

duty on imported raw silk so that it could be imported more 

reasonably. In 1820 the imports of raw and thrown silk are given as 

one million six hundred thousand pounds. [in weight] By 1828 this 

had gone up to four and a half million pounds weight11. 

During the early nineteenth century protection for the silk industry was 

gradually dismantled. Coleman writes: ófor forty years or so after the first draught 

of free trade the British silk industry grew but in the process many firms and 

employees were hard hitô12. The Board of Trade reported: óThe silk manufacture 

in all its branches has spread into various districts and is conducted on a scale not 

seen before ... such as to place the products of our own silk looms within the 

reach of the humbler classes of the community in the country but (also) to enable 

us successfully to compete in other marketsô13. By 1830 British made exports of 

silk goods were valued at £521,000, by 1833 at £737,000 and two years late to 

£972,00014. In view of some considerable weight of contradictory evidence 

quoted by such historians as Lipson and Plummer, and descriptions of clothing 

given in literature of the period, it seems likely that the opinion expressed by the 

Board of Trade on the ability of poorer people to dress in expensive fabrics might 

be due to wishful thinking rather than fact. 

By the second half of the nineteenth century in Sudbury and nearby 

Glemsford, the silk workers were suffering from poverty created by the 

fluctuation in demand and the advent of free trade which led to price reductions. 

In 1850 local papers such as the Bury Free Press and the South West Suffolk 

Echo, published articles and letters demanding consideration be given to the 

plight of the weavers; thirty years later lack of work still dominated the papers. 

Despite this Whiteôs directory of 1844 had ten weaving firms listed in the town. 

                                                           
11 Walters, Unpublished lecture notes. 
12 David C Coleman, Courtaulds, an Economic and Social History, 1, (Oxford, University 

Press, 1969) p 65. 
13 Coleman, Courtaulds, Economic, p 65. 
14 Alfred Plummer, The London Weaverôs Company, (London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 

1972) p 358. 
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Thos. Kemp and Sons; Kipling, Payne and Co; Keith and Co; Chris. Norris; 

Daniel Walters in North Street and Stephen Walters in Acton Square; Jones and 

Co; Brown and Garrard; Bailey, Fox & Co; and Vanner and Son15. The latter firm 

was large enough to exhibit at the Gt. Exhibition in 1851 and to produce designs 

specifically for this and other international shows, they must have employed good 

designers for they were awarded design medals at the Paris exhibition in 185516. 

It is not clear when Vanners opened their Sudbury base but their ability to show 

successfully at major exhibitions supports the view that their early operations in 

Sudbury were merely warehousing, otherwise it might be assumed that had such a 

successful firm manufactured there on a large scale they would have been 

instrumental in relieving distress amongst the weavers of the town. Was this 

because Vanners contracted out to local independent weavers, or did they ship 

goods down from London to facilitate transport to the continent? Unfortunately 

records do not survive to explain this. 

It is impossible to judge how successful most of these businesses were, the 

majority were known to be migrants from the capital or outposts of London firms 

needing greater capacity than was feasible from Spitalfields. By then Daniel 

Walters had taken over the Panfield Lane factory in Braintree from Courtaulds 

and Stephen Walters was established in Haverhill, though whether this was a 

production unit or warehouse at the time remains questionable. The local press 

rarely mentioned the factories of Gurteens and Courtaulds in Haverhill and 

Halstead where work was relatively plentiful. The Victoria County History 

comments specifically on the silk weavers in Haverhill in the nineteenth century:  

There were about seventy looms engaged in weaving umbrella and 

parasol silks for Mr. (Stephen) Walters of London, the work was 

more regular than at Sudbury. A weaver could make sixteen yards 

in a week and the average wage for a full week, when expenses had 

been deducted, was about 8sô17.  

As late as 1891 there were reports in the local press that the majority of 

Sudbury weavers were still out of work but there was hope the situation would 

improve due to a new master about to start business in the town. One man 

claimed that there had been little work for over a year and talked of disputes 

about pay. Weavers were entitled to 3s.6d per day subsistence when their looms 

were idle, but felt that if they claimed the money they were unlikely to get work 

in the future18. As late as January 1894 there was a petition from local weavers to 

the High Sheriff of the County asking that he press the Queen to dissolve 

                                                           
15 Whiteôs Suffolk, Trade Directory, (Sheffield, Whiteôs Trade Directory, 1844) p 493. 
16 Stanley Chapman, Vanners in the English Silk Industry, (Textile History, 23) p 79. 
17 VCH, pp 273-4. 
18 Gurteen Company Archive, South West Suffolk Echo, (23rd May 1891) p 3.  
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parliament so that an administration based on óthe principles of protection against 

Foreign competition to every class of British Industry could be introduced19. A 

meeting between the workers and the High Sheriff was subsequently arranged, 

but inevitably no action resulted. 

Despite claims that after the partial adoption of a free trade policy, the silk 

trade enjoyed a period of rapid growth, it is probable that only those in a healthy 

state were in a position to expand both their markets and production. Poverty in 

the silk industry was not exclusive to Sudbury; Campbell writes of similar 

hardship suffered by Paisleyôs silk workers very early in the century20. Reasons 

for the downturn in trade were discussed at length in both local and national 

press. The last of the protection previously sheltering the trade was dropped in 

1860 as part of the Cobden/Chevalier treaty between Britain and France. Sir 

Robert Peel who was instrumental in dismantling the protection of the English 

silk industry, was the son of a Lancashire cotton manufacturer, a trade not 

afforded any shelter. Possibly this factor influenced Peelôs thinking that silk 

manufacturers should be able to stand alone, thus creating a situation where only 

effectively run and profitable businesses would survive. There were many claims 

that such political change was the cause of decline and that the home market was 

now flooded with cheap foreign imports. One manufacturer said that he could 

visit Germany, buy and import umbrella silk, and make up the finished product 

for less than the cost of English silk, inevitably there were contrary arguments21. 

At the international silk conference held in Manchester in 1887 it was pointed out 

by the Swiss silk manufacturer Robert Schwarzenbach of Zurich, that power 

machinery, fuel and labour were all less expensive in England than in 

Switzerland. He claimed that with proper investment and without protection he 

could open a mill in England with total confidence in its success22. Perhaps the 

survival of Mr. Schwarzenbachôs business in Zurich until the end of the twentieth 

century is a monument to his early planning and investment. 

It may seem strange that despite such public debate about the situation with 

Sudburyôs silk manufactures, new factories continued to open in this and other 

towns, probably attracted by the availability of a trained labour force. Vanners 

opened an additional plant at Glemsford in 1871 and subsequently in Haverhill, 

both of which are described by Stanley Chapman as warehouses used to service 

the produce of local hand-loom weavers rather than factories. He points out that 

from the opening of these two factories in Suffolk to the end of the century there 

was óalmost uninterrupted decline in the English silk industryô23. A Haverhill silk 

                                                           
19 GCA, Bury & Norwich Post, Undated cutting, 1894. 
20 Kimberley C Campbell, Paisley Before the Shawl, (Textile History, 33, 2002) p 173. 
21 Gurteen Company Archive, The Manchester Guardian, 26th October 1887. 
22 Guardian, 26th October, 1887. 
23 Chapman, Vanners, p 74. 
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worker, writing in the local press commented that the silk trade there was in acute 

decline but that many local silk weavers had family members employed in other 

factories in the town (presumably Gurteens) and therefore survived rather 

better24. 

In 1891 the South West Suffolk Echo announced that a number of Sudbury 

weavers had óat last found an employer. Mr. England of the firm England and Co. 

of London has within the past week given out work to a good many weavers ... It 

is hoped that those of the craft who have not yet been favoured with employment 

will be the recipients at an early dateô25. There is no further mention of Mr. 

England giving work though by the turn of the century William Kemp is reputed 

to have employed a hundred hand-loom weavers in the town, but apart from this 

it appears that Vanners and Walters remained the main providers of work for the 

silk weavers of Sudbury.  

  

                                                           
24 GCA, South West Suffolk Echo, 6th June, 1891, p 3. 
25 SW Suffolk Echo, 6th June, 1891, p 3. 
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5. 

GLEMSFORD & LONG MELFORD 

Glemsford is a small village in rural Suffolk, near to Sudbury, Haverhill and 

Bury St. Edmunds. An unknown researcher described the villageôs early textile 

industry: 

In the second half of the eighteenth century the advent of powered machinery, 

driven by the fast flowing streams of the Pennines, and by the coal from the new 

and more extensively developed coal industry, work had moved North, especially 

to Yorkshire. This left in East Anglia, a skilled, but cheaply paid work force 

readily available to the new industrial entrepreneurs. In the aftermath of the 

economic difficulties brought about by these industrial changes and by the long 

drawn out Napoleonic Wars, parish officers in the localities felt it necessary to 

attempt to alleviate the increasing distress. The traditional independence of 

Suffolk people, the adaptability of the workers and the interest of the gentry 

caused the parish officers in Glemsford, one of the villages much affected by the 

removal of the old textile industries, to take action. They borrowed £500 from 

people such as Thomas Mortlock, a successful Farmer from Glemsford, with 

which to build a factory and on June 18th, 1821, the following advertisement 

appeared in London Newspapers. 

To Silk Manufacturers 

Any person desirous of an establishment in the country may have 

an advantageous situation in a parish were there is (sic) nearly four 

hundred hands capable of being employed in the trade, many of 

whom are good weavers. A large manufactory recently erected for 

the purpose may be had free of every expense. Application to be 

made to the Parish Officers of Glemsford, near Long Melford, 

Suffolk1. 

There is little published information about the industry in the village, perhaps 

with a comparatively small population and in close proximity to three major 

weaving centres it did not merit much interest. However, the original mill was for 

throwing silk, not for weaving, and has remained where it was, still used for the 

same purpose and for some years past dyeing yarn as well as throwing. Built on a 

stream, the power was harnessed by a water wheel giving six horse power and 

this small unit provided work for two hundred people. According to the last 

managing director of Arnold and Gouldôs horse hair factory in Glemsford, in the 

early years of the nineteenth century the Church (presumably led by the vicar) 

                                                           
1 Arnold & Gould, Company Archive, (quote from un-named newspaper, 18th June, 1821) 
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pressed local landowners to create employment by investing in industry. The 

resultant development gave work to local people and brought in additional 

workers. From the evidence available it is not clear which manufacturer(s) took 

up the offer of premises and a trained workforce, though it appears that the silk 

industry was established prior to that of dressing horsehair.  

Kolles started their business in Glemsford in 1844, cleaning and dressing 

horsehair for use as upholstery filling, and for weaving both upholstery and 

interlining fabrics. Brian Whittaker, the last managing director of Arnold and 

Gould considers it doubtful if at any time Kolles wove textiles in the village, but 

supplied dressed hair to weaving factories and furnishing companies as well as to 

the brush makers. The 1851 census for Glemsford shows 379 people employed in 

horsehair work, velvet weaving and cloth industries, with 29 in the cocoanut (sic) 

mat trade. There were 229 agricultural workers, and 59 in the building trade or 

traditional country crafts such as thatching, therefore over fifty percent of the 

working population was involved in textile related industries. A local paper from 

1891 claimed that Glemsford recently had two hundred and fifty hands employed 

in the silk industry, ónow there are no more than thirtyô2. No further records for 

Glemsford have been found but it is safe to assume that the textile trades of the 

village were affected as much as those in the larger neighbouring towns in 

Suffolk. 

Presumably Kolles move to the village was motivated by cheaper premises and 

labour as were the migrating silk masters. They are reputed to have employed 

nearly 500 people in 1855 and by 1885 the employees numbered 700, possibly 

the increase taking up some of the slack from the silk industry. It is not clear how 

this divided into home and factory work, but many must either have travelled in 

from surrounding villages or worked at home, for the population of Glemsford 

could not have provided such numbers. Astonishingly for so small a village, 

Tomkins, another hair factory operated there for much of the same period and in 

direct competition to Kolles. Sadly none of their records remain.  

Throughout the period of decline in the regionôs silk industry local press 

commented on lack of design training for youngsters going into the trade. 

Arguments appeared for and against protection and there was constant pressure 

for investment in education for design and weaving. In 1891 the local paper 

pleaded that some of the £2,000 set aside by the local authority for technical 

education should be used to train designers for both mat making and silk weaving 

as well as funding education in agriculture, commenting that the money was 

raised from duty on beers and spirits and would not cause any hardship to 

ratepayers: óWe wish our friends in Haverhill, Glemsford, Hadleigh, Lavenham 

and Sudbury, who may be either mat makers or silk weavers to get a fair share of 

                                                           
2 Gurteen Company Archive, South West Suffolk Echo, 23rd May, 1891. 
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all that can be got out of the grantô3. As far as is known such arguments were 

ignored and records do not show where the ówhiskyô money was spent. 

LONG MELFORD 

Although little has been written about textile production in the village early parish 

records show that there was a considerable trade there. The magnificent church is 

symbolic of wealth which wool manufacture brought to Long Melford. By the 

late nineteenth century there was little evidence of surviving textile business 

though there were a few handlooms still in operation subcontracting to the 

Sudbury masters, presumably weaving silk4. There was a mat factory owned by 

George Wittles; a local history publication describes a youngster starting there in 

1890 at the age of twelve and his family regarding it as a wonderful opportunity 

for him. The informant commented that the men were proud of their skills and 

would come in early to complete orders on time. The factory employed 160 men 

and boys but very few women. In common with other factories in the region 

employees worked a twelve hour day with meal breaks and a half day on 

Saturday. Mat making in Long Melford is reported to have died when the skill 

was introduced in prisons which undercut factory prices and consequently many 

were unemployed5. It was probably this decline which brought Mr. Byham and 

his friends to Haverhill where Gurteens were persuaded to start mat manufacture. 

There were also two hair weaving factories in Long Melford employing up to 400 

people, some working on the factory site and others with looms at home. A local 

man described seeing small children picking out the horsehair ótwo black, one 

whiteô and handing it to their mother to weave6 .  

It is appropriate at this juncture to look at the differences and similarities 

between this area and Coventry, where, as early as 1852 the silk weavers, 

particularly in ribbon production, had access to design teaching; as did the lace 

makers of Nottingham. William Andrews, a weaver of high repute, wrote in his 

diary of going to the School of Design at the City Art College and of being 

awarded a number of prizes there during the 1850s. On one such occasion the 

awards were clearly judged nationally, for he says: óAnnual meeting of School of 

Design. A medal is presented to me at St. Maryôs Hall by Mrs. Cope. Others 

beside me were ... Coventry had six medals, Birmingham eight, Spitalfields nine, 

Nottingham seven, Macclesfield three7. Andrews went on to write of designing 

                                                           
3 South West Suffolk Echo, 23rd May 1891. 
4 Barry L Wall, Long Melford Through the Ages, (East Anglia Magazine, 1986) pp 24-5. 
5 Ernest Ambrose, Memories of Melford, (Long Melford Historical Society, 1972) p 53. 
6 William Andrews, Master Artisan in Victorian England, (London, Evelyn, Adam & 

Mackay, 1969) pp 16-7, 
7 Andrews, Master Artisan, p 17. 
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for national and international exhibitions8, later he was offered work as manager 

of a silk mill with three hundred looms, but was advised against it because of the 

appalling state of the cityôs trade9. Joseph Gutteridge who was a silk weaver at 

the same time in Coventry wrote of the long periods of hardship he suffered, the 

first due to his not being able to afford his own loom after finishing his 

apprenticeship. Compelled to work in a silk factory because of this he wrote of 

hating factory work and longing to buy a loom so that he could work at home. He 

was later able to buy his equipment but when business was poor, was forced to 

sell it to afford necessities, complaining that it had cost him £50 to buy and he 

was not able to recoup the initial expense10. If Gutteridgeôs views on the iniquities 

of the factory system in comparison with self-employment are typical of textile 

workers, they must surely have hindered industrial progress. 

It is particularly interesting to note Gutteridgeôs views on the reasons for the 

downturn in the trade after the Cobden treaty in 1860: 

Although the Tories made capital out of this depression in the 

ribbon trade and averred that the Cobden treaty with France was the 

ruin of the trade, no greater deception could have been used to 

further their political ends, for they well knew that other causes 

than the French treaty were at the root of this terrible stagnation. 

The most important cause was the revised American tariff, which 

practically excluded English manufactured goods from American 

ports by duties varying from forty to sixty per cent. This also 

affected France and Switzerland, who had, like England, largely 

depended upon the American trade for the sale of their goods. 

Another important cause of the decline was the silkworm disease in 

France and Italy. Prior to 1846 the production of silk in France 

alone had averaged 24,000 tons of cocoons, yielding over 2,000 

tons of silk annually, but in 1865 the quantity had gone down to 

less than one fifth that amount. This disease, by enormously 

enhancing the price of the raw material, practically closed the 

demand for silken goods as an article of adornment. No wonder 

then, with the principal market closed by prohibitory duties, 

together with the failure in the silk crops increasing the price of the 

raw material almost to a famine price, that silken goods should go 

                                                           
8______ Master Artisan, p 69. 
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out of fashion simply because they were beyond the means of the 

millions who had previously used them for dress and ornament11. 

Gutteridge commented that ribbon manufacturers in Coventry had reduced 

from eighty to less than twenty, causing a drop in population of more than five 

thousand. ... óRibbons, as articles of adornment, were superseded by gimp 

trimmings, lace, and feathersô12, these were produced by different manufacturers. 

[It must be made clear here, that this astonishing drop in numbers employed 

needs verification which has not been possible thus far.] Gutteridge had worked 

for a number of manufacturers in the city as foreman, making óplain and giured 

silken goodsô:- he also built looms. In 1867 Gutteridge was chosen as one of two 

representatives of the ribbon trade to visit the Universal Exhibition in Paris to 

study the continental trade and compare conditions of labour and production. This 

was part funded by the Society of Arts13. Despite his clear ability and the respect 

in which he was held within the trade, he and his peers suffered the same 

privations as the weavers of East Anglia. He wrote of weavers forced to sell 

household goods to survive and of people literally dying of starvation14. Like 

other towns with a weaving history, many occupants of Coventry were 

encouraged to emigrate to seek a more prosperous and secure future in the 

colonies. 

Despite the claims of the English industry that the French had ruined their 

trade, in 1834 the weavers of Lyon had rioted because of the appalling state of 

business and the hardship they were suffering. Some thirty years later Gutteridge 

wrote of his visit to Franceôs silk centres in 1867:  

Lyons contains over a million of inhabitants and ranks next to Paris 

in importance, being the second city of the Empire. Its staple trade 

is the manufacture of rich silken velvets, broad silks for dresses and 

velvet ribbons, engaging in a prosperous time, nearly one hundred 

thousand looms. The trade at the time of our visit was in a most 

distressed condition. Nearly two thirds of the looms were standing 

idle and as a result of such a condition of things, hundreds were 

literally starving. It is calculated that in good times of trade the 

ribbon industry was the means of support for families whose 

numerical aggregate was between two and three hundred thousand 

men, women and children15. 

                                                           
11 _______ p 178. 
12 _______ p 184. 
13 _______ p 180. 
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Combined with Campbellôs writing this shows that the French, Scots and 

English suffered similar privations16; this was disregarded by those complaining 

that the continental industry had ruined the English trade and has been largely 

ignored ever since. Gutteridgeôs writing is taken from notes made during his 

working life and put together for publication in his retirement; there can be little 

reason to doubt his veracity. Sir Frank Warner, in his excellent book on the 

English Silk Industry, refers to complaints from English weavers being repeated 

at intervals over a period of two or three centuries. While it is true that there was 

competition between European and British manufacturers, many of the 

fluctuations in trade must have been due to a number of factors, changes in 

fashion, financial influences, import and export legislation, and periods of 

international unrest all contributed to loss of trade and resultant unemployment of 

large numbers both in this country and in France. 

Both mats and hair fabrics were manufactured in other towns and villages in 

the region. Hair cloth was woven in Lavenham and Long Melford as well as 

Haverhill and Glemsford. This part of the textile industry was always entirely 

dependent on hand looms, and, according the Victoria County History while the 

spinning of hair was a female occupation, weaving horsehair employed an 

entirely male work force as it was considered too heavy for women to handle17. 

Not a view upheld in the first half of the twentieth century as the workers in the 

hair factory at Gurteens were almost entirely female. Photographs of Tomkins 

hair dressing factory in Glemsford also shows a predominantly female workforce.  

 

                                                           
16 Kimberley Campbell, Paisley before the Shawl, (Textile History 33, 2002) p 172. 
17 Victoria County History of Suffolk, 2, (London, Constable, 1907) p 155.  
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6.  

EARLY AND NINETEENTH CENTURY 

COLCHESTER & COGGLESHALL 

COLCHESTER  

Colchester, like other towns in the region was an early centre of quality bays and 

says, and, in harness with the townôs commercial activities and importance as a 

port, much of its wealth was founded on the textile industry. Like Norwich there 

was settlement in the town by immigrants from the Low Countries by the late 

sixteenth century. Eleven Dutch weaving families settled in Colchester in 1570, 

fleeing religious persecution at home. The State Papers of 1580 refer to a 

óSupplication of the town of Halstead to Lord Walsinghamô, to enforce the return 

of ótwenty families or more of the Dutchmen now removed from Colchester, 

there to continue their trade of bay-making, their departure having much 

impoverished the neighbourhoodô1. Presumably the loss of ancillary work 

provided by the Dutch families for spinners and winders affected local people 

thus employed; this is in sharp contrast to the attitudes shown by the weavers of 

Norwich to in-comers. A few years later the bay and say makers of Colchester 

were complaining of the Dutch óstrangersô engrossing their trade and practicing 

weaving without first serving proper apprenticeships2. Again like Norwich, the 

settlersô community was sufficiently large and prosperous to build their own 

Church. The register of baptisms between 1645 and 1728 shows many Flemish 

families resident in the town, mostly involved in the weaving trade3. 

In the mid-seventeenth century the Colchester workhouse was built from the 

wealth of the cloth industry and since the unfortunate residents of such 

establishments were expected to earn their keep they would undoubtedly have 

been employed in spinning and weaving of the less prestigious textiles such as 

hempen cloth for clothing and sacking, used in great quantity for agriculture. In 

Defoeôs fictional work Moll Flanders the central character says of her youth in 

Colchester: óI told my nurse ... that I believed I could get my living without going 

into service, for she had taught me to work with my needle and (to) spin worsted, 

which is the chief trade of that cityô4. The immigrant community in Colchester 

suffered a good deal of animosity and abuse, possibly, like Norwich, because of 

their diligence and success. The town had its own Dutch Bay Hall where goods 

made by the immigrants were checked and marked with the makerôs seal. Much 

                                                           
1 Essex Review, 1895, p 262. 
2 Essex Review, 1887, p 123. 
3 Essex Review, 1916, p 49. 
4 Daniel Defoe, Moll Flanders, (London, Penguin 1991 ed.) p 10 
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of the Colchester and nearby Coggeshall trade was dependent on exports to Spain 

and Portugal as were other East Anglian towns where weaving was the main 

source of employment. Defoe wrote of prices rising and falling in a óboom and 

bustô pattern not unlike those seen throughout the twentieth century. There were 

times when prices dropped below the cost of manufacture and when master 

weavers were reduced to pawning their finished cloth in order to survive.  

Colchester was a stronghold for Cromwellôs supporters during the Civil War 

and this created additional problems for the weavers. The town was besieged for 

three months by Royalists and the resultant destruction left many weaversô houses 

destroyed, and presumably looms and other equipment similarly rendered 

unusable. However seventy years later the town was still dominated by its textile 

trades: 

The town may be said chiefly to subsist by the trade of making 

bays, which is known over most of the trading parts of Europe, by 

the name of Colchester bays, though indeed the whole county, large 

as it is, may be said to be employed, and in part maintained, by the 

spinning of wool for the bay trade of Colchester and its adjacent 

towns5. 

The Dutch Bay hall was disbanded in 1728 and with it went the quality 

controls which had assured the Colchester wool industry of high prices. Though 

the industry survived for many years it was never able to regain the importance 

which it had previously enjoyed. Though John Kay, inventor of the flying shuttle 

began his career in the area, local weavers boycotted his invention and he was 

forced to move to Lancashire to have it accepted. Perhaps this is indicative of the 

East Anglian unwillingness to embrace new methods and adapt their skills, had 

they been less intransigent the trade might have continued successfully for more 

years than it did. That Kay died in poverty shows, perhaps, that the weavers of the 

Eastern Counties were not alone in wishing to stick to methods they knew and 

trusted. Nonetheless Colchesterôs industry survived sufficiently for wealthy 

manufacturers still to be building impressive houses in the town late in the 

century, both Hollytrees House museum and the Minories Art Gallery, were 

originally homes to eighteenth century woollen manufacturers. In 1784 De la 

Roche Foucauld noted: 

Colchesterôs trade like Sudburyôs is very flourishing for a small 

town. Always more work than workmen, 500 looms clattering. The 

cloths resemble Sudburyôs but are not so fine; they are intended for 

Spain and America. They are first sent to London in four wagons 

                                                           
5 Daniel Defoe, Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, (Exeter, Webb & Bower, 
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that leave regularly three times a week, each carries two hundred 

and fifty pieces of cloth worth five guineas a piece ... There is a 

small ribbon factory, but I know no details6. 

Ten years later Arthur Young, himself an East Anglian farmer, wrote of the 

woollen industry in the county and the downturn in the trade of Colchester due to 

the war with Spain:  

At Colchester, in the manufacture of baize for Spain, are employed 

about a hundred and fifty or a hundred and sixty men who earn 

about fourteen shillings per week each: about the same number of 

women and children who earn from four shillings to seven shillings 

per week. Before the breaking out of the war with Spain, nearly 

five times the above number were employed and it is probable at 

least that number will be employed on the return of peace7.  

During the early years of the nineteenth century a silk trade was established in 

the town and in 1828 it was recorded that there were one hundred and sixty looms 

weaving bombazine8, a close woven twilled fabric, often produced in silk/wool 

mixtures for mourning attire. Production was entirely hand-loomed and possibly 

home-based. There was at least one silk throwing mill, owned by Joseph Moy 

who later amalgamated with Stephen Brown as throwsters and weavers. Although 

this company continued until 1880 little information is available other than that 

the mill existed. 

The Victoria County History of Essex claims that the ready-to-wear clothing 

industry began its existence in Colchester in the early part of the nineteenth 

century. Hyamôs, the first established clothing manufacturers in the town were 

originally pawnbrokers. They were rumoured to have made a considerable 

quantity of wool cloth, which had been left on their hands as an unredeemed 

pledge, into garments. This foray into a previously unknown trade was 

sufficiently successful for them to continue production9. An entertaining story but 

there is no indication as to its source or validity. Whether local weavers with 

unsold goods decided to employ local people to cut and make up goods from 

redundant cloth is unclear, though this surely would be preferable to the 

substantial losses which would be incurred otherwise. In 1838 Hyamsô advertised 

                                                           
6 Francois De La Roche Foucauld, A Frenchmanôs Year in Suffolk, (Woodbridge, The 

Boydell Press) p 114. 
7 Arthur Young, A General View of Agriculture in the County of Essex, (London, Richard 

Phillips, 1807) 

 p 390. 
8 Victoria County History of Essex, 2, (London, Constable, 1907) pp 483-4. 
9 VCH, 2, pp 484-5. 
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óConstant employment for Tailors during the winter monthsô10. Why only for the 

winter months is hard to imagine, perhaps in such a rural area, many people 

worked on the land during the summer. During the second half of the nineteenth 

century at least six clothing companies opened factories in the town, Moses, 

Crowthers, Hyams, Hollingtons, (Figure 5) Leanings and Turners. Phillips 

suggests that there may have been additional small workshops employing up to 

twenty people and that these concentrated on bespoke work11.  

 
Figure 5: Hollingtonôs Mill in Coggeshall. Courtesy of Colchester Museum. 

The sewing machine was not invented until 1842 but the ready-to-wear trade 

had expanded considerably during the twenty years prior to this in response to 

industrial and commercial growth resulting from the industrial revolution. In any 

case the sewing machine was not readily available until the 1850s and thus much 

of Colchesterôs early trade was run on a cottage basis, with factories and 

workshops established as the machinery became available thus allowing clothing 

to be made up industrially. Certainly Hyams had London warehouses as early as 

1840, as well as the Colchester factory, which suggests that they produced in 

considerable quantity. According to the Victoria County History, at the turn of the 

century there were approximately fifteen hundred operatives employed in the 

townôs clothing trade, mainly women and girls who even this late were largely 

employed as outworkers with cut goods delivered to them for making up.  

                                                           
10Pamela Sharpe, Cheapness and Economy, Manufacturing and Retailing Ready-Made 

Clothing in London and Essex, (Textile History, 26, 1995) p 203. 
11 Andrew Phillips, Life in the Colchester Clothing Factories, 1918-1950, (Essex Journal, 

1993) p 8. 
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Moses, large scale manufacturers in the East End of London opened in 

Colchester in the 1850s as did the Colchester Manufacturing Company, formerly 

Hammonds; Hollington brothers also established production units in the town. 

Booker claims that by 1864 these firms were jointly employing at least two 

thousand women and two hundred men12. If this refers to in-workers, it is 

probable that nearly as many females would have been employed óoutsideô in 

both the town and surrounding villages, both as machinists and hand-finishers. By 

the end of the century most of these firms were advertising regularly in the local 

papers for indoor and outdoor operatives and at intervals they sought apprentices. 

In a period of two or three weeks the Great Eastern Clothing Company, The 

Colchester Manufacturing Company, Hart and Levy, Mendes Brothers, 

Hollingtonôs, Crowthers and the Military tailors at the Cavalry Barracks, all 

advertised in the local papers for operatives, none showed rates of pay.  

Colchester had been a major garrison town for generations before the mid-

nineteenth century and the arrival of several London manufacturers may well 

have been to use the many seamstresses previously involved in army tailoring. It 

is also possible that the Military Tailors at the barracks put out some of their work 

to local firms. As Lemire writes of Scotland a hundred years earlier, óshirt 

manufacture in Edinburgh may perhaps be explained by the combined factors of 

the Scottish linen trade, local regiments and abundant local female labourô13. In 

comparing the British and American clothing trades, Godley claims that óthe 

cheap labour to perform the hand-stitching was supplied in the port towns of the 

south-west and the market towns of East Anglia14. Yet a look at the number of 

large manufacturers in Colchester alone shows that the industry in eastern 

England was clearly much more important than he suggests. The decline in the 

weaving industries had left a pool of labour, well used to working with textiles, 

with transferable skills, able to adapt to manufacture clothing and whose need for 

work meant they would accept lower rates of pay than those demanded in the 

Capital. With business premises less costly the prospects for manufacturers 

moving out of London must have been very attractive. All these firms continued 

in the town until after the middle of the twentieth century. Unless more 

information comes to light, it is impossible to judge how many Colchester people 

were employed in the trade, but with so many substantial firms in the town, the 

figure must have run into many hundreds. 

                                                           
12John Booker, Essex and the Industrial Revolution, (Essex County Records Office, 1974) 

p 533. 
13 Beverley Lemire, In the Hands of Work Women, English Markets, Cheap Clothing and 

Female Labour, (Costume Society Journal, 33, 1999) p 33. 
14 Andrew Godley, British and American Clothing Industries, (Textile History, 28, 1997) p 

72. 
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COGGESHALL 

The small neighbouring town of Coggeshall was known for wool and tambour 

lace though lace making does not appear to have been introduced until the early 

nineteenth century15. Settlers arrived there from the Low Countries at the same 

time as in other towns in the region known for their quality wools. By the 

fifteenth century the Coggeshall weavers were prosperous, but like Colchester, 

Braintree and Bocking they suffered the results of taxes imposed on cloth 

imported into Spain and Portugal, and no doubt from decline in trade caused by 

the Spanish wars. Whiteôs Directory of 1848 describes the town as being óone of 

the earliest seats of woollen manufacture in this countryô16, the wool cloths from 

the town were sufficiently well known to be simply called Coggeshall whites, no 

other description was necessary to show their superior quality. As with Norwich 

and Colchester Queen Elizabeth I had issued letters patent allowing the 

Coggeshall weavers a monopoly on this type of cloth and the townôs business 

conditions reflected those of nearby Colchester for most of the period of wool 

production. The few surviving reports show great fluctuations in trade and in 

conditions of the workforce, and during the seventeenth century the townôs 

decline was in tandem with its larger neighbour. At one point the wool combers 

of Coggeshall formed a union which aimed to exclude immigrant weavers from 

entering the trade, but by the end of the century this had become a ófriendly 

societyô supporting those suffering hardship from unemployment. In 1827 John 

Hall, of Hall and Sawyer, opened two silk mills at Coggeshall17 and at least as 

early as 1838 had installed steam power. At the same time he was reputedly 

selling off his weaversô cottages, though why this was done is puzzling, one 

would expect that business growth promoted by industrialization would make 

weaversô housing even more essential to attract and keep employees. Hall did not 

finance his own mills but borrowed development funds from a London silk 

broker. It must be wondered how common this sort of business mortgage was; the 

existence of brokers involved exclusively in the silk trade suggests it could have 

been widespread. There were other silk makers in the town, Joseph Lawrence, 

who had gone by 1832, and Westmacott, Goodson & Company18. How large or 

important these firms were is unclear as records have not been found but it is 

probable that they too were migrants from the Spitalfields area.  

By 1848 the Coggeshall weavers were feeling the effects of depression, and 

the local directory of that year claimed that a large mill, only ten years old, had 

                                                           
15 Jean Dudding, Coggeshall Lace, (Braintree, Jean Dudding, 1976) p 10.  
16 Whiteôs Essex Trade Directory, 1848 ) p 134.  
17 Booker, Essex, p 55. 
18 Sir Frank Warner, The Silk Industry of the United Kingdom, London, Drane, 1921) p 

301. 



 

 

45 

 

closed19. There were three silk velvet weavers in the town in the early mid-

century providing considerable employment weaving plush but after 1850 Hall 

was the only survivor, and between 1855 and 1859 he opened three other mills in 

nearby Braintree. With the 1860 adoption of free trade between Britain and 

France his business collapsed. He had possibly over-extended himself with rapid 

expansion and unable to pay interest on his loans. It is unclear how many were 

still employed in the townôs silk trade after 1860.  

In about 1812 the manufacture of tambour lace was started in Coggeshall. This 

is embroidered net worked by means of a fine hook which pulls the thread 

through the mesh, it is particularly suitable for bridal veils and also used to apply 

beadwork. Classes were introduced where girls as young as seven and eight were 

taught the skill. Though the origin of tambour lace in Coggeshall is not explained, 

that which they produced was recognized as of high quality and many years later 

became very collectable. The work is extremely fine and time consuming and 

could only provide employment for a limited number of local women and girls. It 

had largely died out by the middle of the nineteenth century, although small 

quantities continued to be produced in the early 1900s. 

 

                                                           
19 Whiteôs Directory, (1848), p 135. 



 

 

46 

 

 7. 

BRAINTREE AND BOCKING 

As with much of the region Braintree and Bocking were early seats of the 

woollen industry. Defoe limited himself to a brief description of: ótwo towns, 

large, rich and populous and made so originally by the bay trade é which 

flourishes still among themô1. In 1807 Young commented that óthe woollen 

manufacture from time immemorial has taken the lead in this county, but from its 

long continued dwindling condition, it is uncertain whether it will many years 

remainô. His description of spinning yarn in Bocking gives a clear picture of the 

work: 

Baize wool in the neighbourhood of Bocking, which varies as to 

length, pliancy and softness, according to the sort into which it is to 

be wove, is delivered out to the spinner, who always cards it too, to 

be returned in nearly an equal weight of yarn. This is reeled off into 

skeins ... a grown skilful and industrious person can earn up to 10d 

a day ... and an aged person about 5d, and 3d a child at nine years 

of age ... the cards are frequently supplied to the spinner and 

sometimes a deduction of 1d in the shilling is made from the 

spinning on this account2. (carding is where the yarns are pulled 

between two brushes to straighten the fibres and ensure that they all 

lie in the same direction, this produces fine, soft cloth). 

Little has been written about the weavers in Braintree and Bocking but it is 

clear that many people there depended on the trade for their living. Local records 

show that of the three hundred surviving apprenticeship indentures made at 

Bocking between 1704 and 1796 eleven out of every twelve apprentices entered 

the cloth trade3. Like Norwich and Colchester, Bocking and Braintree were 

reliant on production of high quality cloths for the better end of both the home 

and export markets. The Savill firm alone is reputed to have employed over one 

thousand workers at one time4, there is no indication as to how many were 

employed at which level or in which trade. Those involved in the industry in 

smaller towns and villages must have suffered a similar see-saw in fortune to that 

felt in the larger towns and cities all producing goods for the same markets. To a 

                                                           
1 Daniel Defoe, A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, (Exeter, Webb & 

Bower, Promotional Reprint Company, 1992) p 35. 
2 Arthur Young, A General View of Agriculture in the County of Essex, (Board of 

Agriculture, 1813) p 143. 
3 Ann Hoffman, The Bocking Deanery, (Chichester, Phillimore, 1976) p 90. 
4 Hoffmann, The Bocking Deanery, p 90. 
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considerable extent they relied on exports to the Iberian countries and therefore 

were as much damaged by European wars as they were by changes in fashion 

which produced great demand for imported calicoes for womenôs wear and a 

resultant drop in sales of quality woollen goods. Nonetheless the Savill family 

baymakers attempted to industrialize, and in 1760 John Savill bought a horse 

powered roughing mill for which he paid £55. Later he toured the north of 

England seeking information and advice on mechanization5. By 1787 the boom in 

trade had failed and the Bocking firm was unable to compete with cheaper and 

supposedly inferior goods from more industrialized northern counties. The mill 

was sold to Courtaulds in 1819. 

With the start of the French revolution in 1789, Franceôs wool manufacture 

came to a halt and until some stability returned the French army was forced to 

buy uniform cloth from this country. This was only a brief reprieve and the last 

decade of the eighteenth century saw trade of these Essex towns in seemingly 

permanent depression. óWe saw two large townships called Braintree and 

Bocking where the tale of distress was of late years most shockingô6. Such towns 

were ripe for the influx of silk manufacturers moving out of London after the 

Spitalfields act of 1774 and during the nineteenth century Braintree became home 

to Courtaulds and to Daniel and Stephen Walters and to Warners. 

WALTERS & WARNERS IN BRAINTREE 

Like other silk manufacturers in the Eastern Counties Walters business began in 

London with a move to Essex which was probably due to lower operating costs 

offered in the region. According to Hester Berry, (previously archivist to 

Warners) Stephen and Daniel Walters set up at Pound End Mill in Braintree 

which they leased from Courtaulds, in 1822. Soon afterwards the partnership 

broke up and it was then that Stephen Walters moved to Sudbury and set up as a 

weaver of umbrella silks. Daniel continued to make furnishing fabrics in 

Braintree, and by the 1850s was employing in excess of two hundred workers. 

Like Courtaulds and Gurteens Daniel Walters built or bought weaversô cottages 

and provided outings for the work force7. When the firm outgrew their premises 

they moved to New Mills in the town. There is some confusion as to whether this 

was built by Walters as claimed by Berry, or by Courtaulds, as written in their 

company history. Suffice to say Daniel Walterôs firm grew to need all the space 

offered at New Mills and to expand it, this despite the swings of fortune in the 

silk industry. He continued to show at national and international exhibitions 

gaining a considerable reputation and selling successfully at home and overseas, 

                                                           
5 J Booker, Essex and the Industrial Revolution, (Essex County Record Office, 1974) p 51. 
6 Hoffman, Bocking Deanery, p 90. 
7 Sir Ernest Goodale, Weaving and the Warners, (London, F Lewis, 1971) p 16. 
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particularly to the colonies. In 1861 Walters employed a hundred and fifty 

jacquard looms and three hundred hands, it is unclear if these were all on the 

premises, or if he supplemented factory output with home-work; that they were 

jacquard looms suggests that they were factory based. By 1875 the business had 

twenty three power looms up and running and should have been set for continued 

success but the management of the firm passed into the hands of Danielôs son and 

was subsequently badly run. The company went into liquidation in 1894 and was 

bought out by Warners; William Folliott, chief designer for Walters also moved 

to Warners, possibly because his designs were included in the sale8. Perhaps like 

many others Daniel Walters had over expanded and invested more heavily than 

they could afford.  

Warners moved to Essex from London, following the example of earlier silk 

manufacturers. The business appears to have been relatively profitable while in 

London, for in 1878 Frank Warner, the second generation of the family, was sent 

to the French silk capital of Lyon to study manufacturing methods. According to 

their written history it was only a few years later, in the 1880s that they forged 

links with Walters in Braintree.  

Stephen Walters, brother of Daniel was also producing silk in the town, though 

whether they moved from Braintree to Sudbury or ran two parallel operations as 

well as their London manufactory is uncertain and records to clarify the point do 

not survive. There may well have been additional small manufacturers in the 

town whose records were lost or discarded after they ceased trading.  

 

                                                           
8 E H Sellick & W A Sellick, William Folliott, Spitalfields Designer, 1835-1925, 

(Braintree, The Working Silk Mill, 1993) p 13. 
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8. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF COURTAULDS IN 

BRAINTREE 

For most of the nineteenth and much of the twentieth century the Courtauld 

enterprise was the most important textile company in the country. Originally 

silversmiths, the family arrived in England as Huguenot refugees; subsequently 

George Courtauld married the daughter of a silk weaver and joined his father-in-

law in business. In 1798 George made his first move into the region buying a 

disused flour mill at Pebmarsh which he converted for silk throwing. In tandem 

with the development of the factory he erected cottages for his employees and in 

1809 repeated this exercise on a larger scale at Braintree. By the standards of the 

day Courtauld was a good employer and although he employed children, as did 

most other industrialists at the time, he óalways provided an intelligent and 

educated Matronô to care for them1, unacceptable as this would be in the present 

day child labour was the norm at the time. Unusually for the period, two of 

Courtauldôs own daughters worked in the mill supervising throwsters. Perhaps 

Courtauldôs success encouraged the destitute weavers of the Essex cloth towns 

for in the very early years of the nineteenth century the weavers of Braintree, 

Bocking and Coggeshall petitioned the Spitalfields masters for work describing 

themselves as óworking for lower rates than is settled by law for silk weavers of 

Londonô2.  

In about 1819, George Courtauldôs son Samuel, who was to be responsible for 

the enormous growth of the firm, agreed to buy the mill at Bocking from John 

Savill, (Figure 6) one of the last surviving baize (bays) mills in the county3. One 

report claimed that Samuel found himself short of funds to complete the purchase 

and Savill agreed a fourteen year lease with an option to buy later. Contrary to 

this Coleman states that the previous owner owed Samuel money and that in 1828 

used the mill as part payment4. Conflicting evidence but what is certain is that 

during that period the mill transferred to Courtaulds. Originally designed for 

horse power the Bocking mill was converted to steam production in 1823; 

Halstead followed four years later, though by 1829 the latter mill housed only ten 

power looms5.  

                                                           
1 Sophia Courtauld, An Account of Samuel Courtauld, (Essex Review, 1903) p 24. 
2 John Booker, Essex and the Industrial Revolution , (Essex County Record Office, 1974) 

p 54. 
3 Ann Hoffmann, The Bocking Deanery, (Chichester, Phillimore, 1976) p 91. 
4 David C Coleman, Courtaulds, An Economic and Social History, 1, (Oxford, University 

Press, 1969) p 73. 
5 Coleman, Courtaulds, p 87. 
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Figure 6: Bocking Mill, date unknown. Courtesy of Braintree Museum Trust. 

 

Whether this slow progress was due to lack of space, funds or lack of demand, or 

simply down to caution dictating a trial period before any major investment 

remains open to conjecture. Coleman claims that in 1832 their first purpose built 

factory was erected in Halstead to accommodate power machinery, this suggests 

that previously growth may have been hampered by lack of space. The 

development was phased with some additional building in 1836 and 1842, 

possibly to allow increased business to fund the building costs. By 1840 they had 

two hundred power looms on site and ten years later the number had grown to 

over five hundred6. At the time there were only 6,092 such looms in the English 

silk industry so even if Courtauld had not mechanized his other plants in 

Braintree and Bocking, the mill at Halstead gave him nearly a twelfth of the 

entire power production of the countryôs silk trade, an astonishing proportion 

from what had started as a small family firm only a generation earlier. The two 

known histories of the Courtauld enterprise, Ward-Jacksonôs published in 1941, 

and Colemanôs in 1969, both comment on Courtaulds financial problems. Samuel 

had a number of more or less successful partners at various times, usually 

members of his family, particularly the Taylor brothers who were his cousins, but 

it was Samuel who seems to have been largely responsible for the financial 

planning which produced such extraordinary growth. Samuel wrote in the early 

years of difficulties of trade and financial hardships and at times they were very 

short of funds. Courtauld did not use his own money but ócontributed the ability 

                                                           
6 ______ Courtaulds, p 155. 
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to borrowô with interest rates as high as twelve and a half per cent7, a phenomenal 

additional cost on his production. Samuel had great stamina and worked 

extremely hard for long hours, and like most successful industrialists of the time 

demanded the same commitment from his employees. He remained an aloof and 

rather overbearing figure, perhaps as the head of a great enterprise, necessarily so. 

His brother George was a more popular man, reputedly showing concern for the 

welfare of the workforce. George was a personal friend of Daniel Gurteen at 

Haverhill and both felt a duty to provide paternalistic care for their staff, viewing 

their companies as a familial structure. 

Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century Courtaulds invested 

heavily in machinery and built or bought workers cottages for staff in all the 

towns where they had mills. In Halstead they provided a creche for working 

mothers, almost unheard of at that time, and employed a number of unmarried 

mothers. (According to Jean Grice, formerly curator of Braintree District 

Museum, the girls were only allowed the mistake of one illegitimate child before 

dismissal). Whether they applied the same rule at their other plants is unclear, 

though in view of their provision for workers and the towns where their factories 

were situated, this seems likely. This again shows that for many working class 

families the earnings provided by mothers taking work additional to the domestic 

role was as essential then as now. Despite the apparent philanthropy suggested by 

provision of the creche, it must have been greatly to the advantage of the 

company to keep trained staff to maintain output, rather than to invest time and 

money training newcomers. The company funded a library and evening classes to 

encourage staff to use their leisure time profitably. Notwithstanding such 

provision, they paid no more than the ógoing rateô to employees; in 1870 when a 

foreman dyer was reputed to earn £62.10.0 p.a. and a power loom operative in 

Halstead earned only £15 p.a. (female of course!) Samuel Courtauld is reported to 

have drawn a personal income of £46,0008. These figures give some notion of the 

vast earning differentials of the time.  

There is one extant study of the women in the Halstead mill in the 1860s; Judy 

Lownôs work draws on numerous sources to give an overview of life governed by 

the large manufacturing industry in which most of the adult female population 

worked. (Figure 7) Many aspects of the employeesô lives must have been 

common to those in similar situations elsewhere.  

The centrepiece of the rituals and social life which characterized 

factory paternalism was the family. Familial relationships formed 

the central axis around which paternalistic activities were 

organized. In the process of differentiation and identification ... the 

construction of a highly segregated and vertically ranked 

                                                           
7 ______ Courtaulds, p 121. 
8 Coleman, Courtaulds, p 127. 
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workforce, distinguished by gender and age, represented a re-

creation of the hierarchical idea of family life ... the whole of the 

local population was working towards common ends, but all from 

their specified positions.9  

 

 
Figure 7: 1859 Courtaulds female operatives with male overseer. Courtesy of 

Braintree Museum Trust. 

 

It is unclear from Lownôs writing if she is simply commenting on the accepted 

structures of the day or criticizing their existence and it is important in trying to 

understand the lives and work of previous generations that historians do not 

endeavour to judge by todayôs criteria. It must be remembered that during the 

time under discussion there was no welfare state, no compulsory free schooling 

and at least until the 1870 Education Act working class children were expected to 

earn and contribute to the family income. Indeed the act provided for part time 

school attendance where it was necessary for children to continue earning to 

prevent family hardship. Any social support came from the family, the 

community and from the better employers. The only alternative for the poor was 

to be óon the parishô and finally in the workhouse, a fate which most would do 

anything to avoid, since it meant not only appalling humiliation but, except for 

the aged, families being separated. Local manufacturers often employed residents 

of the workhouse who: ópay the price of their labour towards the economy of the 

                                                           
9 Judy Lown, Gender and Class During Industrialisation, A Study of the Halstead Silk 

Industry, 1825-1900, 2, (University of Essex, 1983) p 264. 
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houseô10, hence it was virtually impossible for those unfortunate inmates to re-

establish their independence. Thus the hierarchical system outlined by Lown was 

accepted as ónaturalô and welcomed by many. Asa Briggs writes óabove all, the 

family emphasized the maintenance of those values which held society 

togetherô11. If the perhaps despotic but benevolent paternalism shown within the 

Courtauld and Gurteen enterprises seems unacceptable today, a brief comparison 

with the conditions of those in neighbouring textile towns without a major 

employer in their midst, suggests that many of the workers employed in the mills 

of Bocking, Braintree, Halstead and Haverhill might have regarded themselves as 

fortunate. Although people were expected to work hard they had comparative 

security of employment and housing and enjoyed the occasional bonus in the 

form of company outings. In June 1846, on the ócoming of ageô of the business, 

Samuel Courtauld declared a general holiday for the workforce and entertained 

two thousand of them to a banquet in the grounds of his home.  

 

 
Figure 8: Courtauld employees are introduced to a client. Note the factory rules 

poster on the right of the picture. Courtesy of Braintree Museum Trust. 

 

                                                           
10 Francois de la Roche Foucauld, A Frenchmanôs Year in Suffolk, (Suffolk Records 

Society, 1988) p 208. 
11 Asa Briggs, Victorian People, (London, Pelican, 1967) p 11. 



 

 

54 

 

Again the familial structure of business is reflected in current literature; in 

Mrs. Gaskellôs North and South, her hero, Thornton compares the mill master in 

the workplace to a parent in the home, but qualifies his views with: óI do not see 

we have any right to impose leading strings upon them for the rest of their timeô, 

he also claims that a ówise despotismô is the best way to govern his workforce as: 

ólaws and decisions work for my own good in the first instance and (work) for 

theirs (the employees) in the secondô. (Figures 8 & 9) In the same work it is noted 

that some mill masters with less social concern for their workforce, had ówell 

cleansed and well cared for machinery and unwashed and neglected handsô12. 

                                                           
12 Elizabeth Gaskell, North and South, (London, Everyman, 1993 ed.) p 118. 
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Figure 9: Courtaulds, Rules pertaining to safety and dress. Taken from C J 

Ward-Jacksonôs óHistory of Courtauldsô. 

Initially silk throwsters and then weavers, in the early years Courtaulds made a 

variety of silk goods. In 1841/3 they produced £23,300 worth of Crape Gauzes, 

£7,500 of Broad and fancy goods, £400 of óSoft silkô (spun silk?) and Ã2,500 of 

thrown silk, the latter for sale to other companies. Over the next twenty years they 

gradually concentrated more on mourning crape while slowly dropping all other 
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lines. In 1865 they made funeral crape to the value of £90,00013. The method of 

producing the crisply finished fabric was closely guarded and those who knew 

how it was done were required to sign an undertaking that they would not 

disclose the secret. The Victorian dress code for the middle and upper classes was 

strict, with periods of mourning laid down as to how long one should continue to 

wear black, not only after the death of close family members but for all relations 

and close acquaintances, while anyone aspiring to superior social status wore 

black for court mourning. There were shops in this country, in Europe and in 

North America and the Colonies where nothing but mourning attire was sold. 

Such retailers prided themselves on being able to procure goods quickly for 

customers. Courtauldôs massive production and warehousing for stock meant that 

they became the largest provider in the world for this enormous trade. To ensure 

its continuance, new designs for the crape surface were introduced every year, 

(Figure 10) thus the fashion conscious mourner was obliged to purchase new 

crape for every death! Wearing the fabric was not confined to the female 

population, men wore it as funeral drapery, presumably equivalent to widows 

weeds, and continued to wear it as a hat trim for months after a bereavement. The 

Franco-Prussian war of 1870/71 gave a two pronged boost to Courtauldôs export 

trade first, French home production was restricted as the industry lost men to the 

army and then the number of deaths caused by war increased the demand for 

crape. Mourning attire was as necessary to the French middle and upper classes as 

it was on this side of the Channel. Thus the company was one of the very few in 

England who were favourably affected by the French trade. Clearly the working 

classes on either side of the Channel were not among those whose habits 

influenced the sale of mourning clothes; their respect for the dead was usually 

limited to a plain black arm or hat band made of ribbon to adorn their everyday or 

óSunday bestô dress. Like all clothing worn on such occasions, these would be 

stored away until needed again. 

                                                           
13 Coleman, Courtaulds, p 80. 
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Figure 10: Courtaulds Mourning crepe surface designs, late 19th century. Taken 

from C J Ward-Jacksonôs óHistory of Courtauldsô. 

The Courtauld enterprise continued to grow and it seems likely that their 

ability to open markets and adopt faster production methods led to the demise of 

smaller and less efficient competitors, a pattern of business which became 

increasingly familiar through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Coleman 

describes the firmôs growth during the period from 1850 to 1885 as one of óunity 

and coherence with sustained though not spectacular growthô. According to 

Booker Courtaulds were victims of their own enterprise and when the crape 

market dropped after 1885, when the Victorian fixation with mourning began to 

wane, having concentrated entirely on its production after discontinuing 

manufacture of all other goods, the company suffered their first major reverse for 

years. They updated their machinery by converting to gas power, but also realized 
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that their very exclusivity made them vulnerable and they began actively to 

search for new ideas.  

Like a number of industrialists of the period, Courtauld was generous to the 

towns where his business was situated, he funded public buildings and provided 

space for recreation for the population, many of whom were his employees. The 

hospital in Braintree still bears his name, as do some of the streets in the towns 

where his factories were. 

The 1860 commercial treaty with France with the resultant reduction of tariffs 

on imported silks was said to have dealt the final death blow to most of the 

English silk trade. Cobden, who negotiated the deal between the two countries is 

reported to have said: óLet the silk trade perish and go to countries to which it 

properly belongsô. With such views expressed in Government and such apparent 

lack of concern for those thrown out of work as a result, it is hardly surprising 

that so few businesses survived. Nor is it surprising that those employed by 

companies with enough capital and business acumen to withstand the flood of 

imports, were grateful for comparative security. In the eastern counties it must be 

remembered that textile workersô earnings compared favourably with agriculture 

which was the only other major source of employment. Such things must be 

viewed in relation to work patterns in other industries and to national and regional 

norms and expectations to understand the acceptance of conditions. This is 

particularly true in the area of gender studies; in recent years much academic 

work has been carried out in the area of womenôs work. In many cases great 

emphasis has been laid on the oppression of women in the workplace and other 

factors ignored, while this cannot be omitted it should be viewed in the context of 

individual expectations and multiple roles of women of the period. It must also be 

remembered that most men in the same industries were poorly paid, few had 

prospects of promotion and later oral history suggests that many supplemented 

their income with additional seasonal work on farms in what little free time they 

had available.  
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9. 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC FACTORS IN THE 

TWENTIETH CENTURY 

After the immense changes and industrial development in the second half of the 

nineteenth century there was comparatively little change during the first decade 

of the twentieth century. There were few innovations in the production methods 

of textiles and clothing in East Anglia and probably in other industries and other 

regions in the country. The major shift for both Gurteens in Haverhill and 

Harmers in Norwich had been from weaving to menswear manufacturing in the 

mid nineteen hundreds; most of the smaller silk manufacturers had gone out of 

production, while exceptionally, Courtaulds had developed into the largest textile 

manufacturer in the world.  

It was not until the First World War that real change occurred. In the clothing 

industry the needs of the armed services for additional uniform supplies led to 

much increased production as companies previously making civilian clothing 

moved into manufacturing military wear; this in turn led to improved methods to 

enable firms to complete orders in time. Surprisingly real streamlining did not 

occur until the Second World War. As always war created more employment at 

home as women were required to fill the gaps left by men on active service. Vast 

munitions factories grew and women who might previously have worked as 

domestic servants took the better paid work these provided, thus women now had 

more independence and more disposable income than ever before. 

After the war when effectively a generation of young men had been lost, many 

women continued to be the family breadwinners and many more remained single. 

In the years following the First World War there was fairly full employment, 

possibly partly due to a reduced population, and money was reasonably plentiful. 

The 1929 depression changed things dramatically and this affected all industry 

across the western world. East Angliaôs businesses suffered as much as any. 

Many people were thrown out of work and there was little or no social support. 

The purchase of new clothing was a low priority for those with little money and 

the industry as a whole was hit as sales fell and factory operatives either lost their 

jobs or were put on short time. This did not change radically until the outbreak of 

the Second World War. 

Production of textiles in Britain had been greatly reduced during the slump and 

with the advent of war in 1939 imports were restricted as merchant ships were 

transferred to use by the Royal Navy. Shortages of raw materials led to the 

introduction of the Utility Scheme in 1941, with each industry required to 

nominate its own team to devise workable rules for production. From the outset in 

the clothing industry quantities of cloth and trimmings allowable were restricted 
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and firms were licensed to make specific goods under the scheme, all had to 

conform to restrictions in design, quality and quantity. Administratively this was 

tedious but it forced British manufacturers into streamlining production; advice 

was sought from the USA to improve methods and with a much reduced 

workforce firms were able to meet their orders. Food and clothing were rationed 

severely throughout the war and restrictions retained afterwards until supplies 

improved. Clothing was de-rationed in 1949 and food rationing gradually relaxed 

over the next four years. Clothes rationing introduced in June 1941 allowed sixty-

six coupons per person per year, this had to cover apparel and household textiles. 

A manôs suit was valued at twenty-six coupons. Children were allowed an 

additional ten coupons to allow for their growth. In 1949 the coupons system was 

abandoned; the general re-action in the trade was that supplies were so scarce that 

lack of coupons would not impact on production.  

In the years following the war as people returned to some sort of normality and 

men went back to their civilian jobs the clothing industry returned to previous 

types of production, though still, in many cases with an increased order book for 

uniforms. Despite this both supplies and money remained in short supply for 

several years; the war had nearly bankrupt Great Britain and under the terms of 

the Marshall plan the government had huge debts to repay to the USA. British 

firms with assets in the States were forced to contribute and this meant that 

Courtaulds had to hand over most of their American factories. They accounted for 

some forty nine per cent of the companyôs total output; it is a testament to the 

strength of their organization that such a loss did not completely ruin them.  

By the middle 1950s the country was recovering from the war, industries 

began to prosper and production methods continued to improve, again probably 

due to the influence of the USA. Money became more plentiful and by the start of 

the 1960s the teenage market had developed with young people having disposable 

income for the first time. In the clothing industry this created new markets which 

in turn led to new retail outlets, an area of trade which seems to have evaded 

manufacturers of East Anglia. Nonetheless it was during the 1960s, 70s and early 

80s that several companies in the region needed to expand, opening new factories 

and increasing the workforce in order to meet demands. It was during the last 

twenty years of the century that British Industry as a whole and textile and 

clothing production in particular suffered increasingly from the impact of 

developing industries abroad, at first in the poorer European countries such as 

Portugal and Spain, and then in the third world. During the last twenty years of 

the twentieth century British manufacturing as a whole contracted and this was 

particularly so in the labour intensive production of clothing. Previously large 

companies reduced their domestic output and began to import goods or 

manufacture overseas. Some firms closed altogether and by the start of the new 

millennium many of the industries which had created the wealth of this country 

and gave Britain its international trading importance had all but disappeared. 
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10. 

NORWICH IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

By the beginning of the twentieth century the only surviving clothing or textile 

firm of any note in Norwich was Harmers, which had grown in the latter years of 

the nineteenth century under the direction of F W Harmer. (Figure 11) By 1900 it 

was run primarily by his two sons J A Harmer and T B Harmer. Unusually for 

younger generations of families in the textile and clothing trades at that time these 

young men went into higher education before entering the business, one to 

Germany to study music and one to Trinity College Cambridge1. In 1909 the 

Trade Boardsô Act was passed ensuring that training was given to those joining 

the various trades and shortly afterwards the Wholesale Clothing Manufacturersô 

Federation was formed. T B Harmer was instrumental in the development of the 

Clothing Board and was the first Chairman of the Federation2. 

 

 
Figure 11: F W Harmer. Courtesy of Norfolk County Council Library & 

Information Service. 

                                                           
1 F W Harmer & Co. 1825 ï 1925. A Short History of One Hundred Years,(Undated, 

Private publication) p 10.  
2 Harmer, Short History, p 10. 
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Like many of the clothing firms in the region, Harmers fulfilled uniform 

contracts for various organizations and prior to the First World War they were 

supplying the War Office with uniforms. According to the companyôs written 

history they had built up stock immediately prior to 1914 and thus were in a 

position to fill large Government contracts as soon as the need arose. Since they 

supplied the army before the war it is probable that they had stock in hand to 

fulfill the usual ócall-offô pattern of buying; this where the customer orders bulk 

but takes delivery and pays for goods on an óas neededô basis. Thus it is the 

manufacturer not the retailer who bears the financial burden. 

During the War the firm continued their existing connection, and 

sent about two tons of uniform clothes to various Government 

departments on a daily basis, making a million khaki garments in 

their clothing factories, and considerably over a million cardigan 

waistcoats for the Army, besides a quantity of socksô3.  

Although the company history does not make it clear, they must surely have 

taken time to build up production to provide these quantities, or to have 

contracted out for some of the goods. 

It is not clear when the firm began its hosiery operation but in the early years 

of the war the department must have been quite small for they were approached 

by the Government, presumably the War Office, and asked if and when they 

could extend their knitting department. This proved problematic as none of the 

spinners in Leicester and Yorkshire could provide the necessary yarn. Further 

enquiries and negotiations were successful and the partners agreed that they 

would purchase machinery and could go ahead if they were assured of sufficient 

orders to keep the machinery busy. Harmerôs invested Ã50,000 in machinery and 

yarn but did not take delivery for several months by which time the Government 

was threatening cancellation of orders4. (Truly nothing changes, firms are still 

faced with orders for bulk deliveries within an impossibly short period by 

customers who refuse to accept that orders placed previously might have priority) 

The Government must surely have realized that the goods could not be made 

more quickly elsewhere and grudgingly, accepted the later date. The company 

continued to produce óover a mile of knitted fabric a day until the end of the war5. 

As with other uniforms contractors, the end of the hostilities brought a change of 

direction. 

                                                           
3 _______Short History, p 10. 
4 ______Short History, pp 10-11. 
5 ______Short History, p 7. 
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Figure 12: Advertisement for Harmerôs Ladies wear, circa 1926. Courtesy of 

Norfolk County Council Library & Information Service. 

Post the First World War Harmerôs found their knitting machinery and 

operators unemployed and it was then that they began to manufacture knitwear 

for both the menôs and womenôs fashion market. (Figure 12) By 1925 they were 

producing hosiery, knitted trimmings and garments, using both power machinery 
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for running yardage for ócut and sewô, (this is where the yarn is knitted into large 

sections and then cut as if it were a woven fabric before stitching together for the 

final garment) and hand operated machines to produce better quality garments. 

The latter needed one operator per machine producing individual items, 

inevitably much more expensive than cut and sew garments. It is not clear if 

knitwear was the firmôs first venture into the womenôs trade but certainly by the 

early 1920s they were making and advertising womenôs wear as well as menôs 

and boysô tailored suits and jackets both for stock and bespoke customers. Unlike 

the Colchester and Haverhill firms they used a factory system reasonably early. 

Their 1925 Centenary publication notes: 

Special machines have been devised for performing operations 

which cannot be done on an ordinary machine. This has 

necessitated passing a garment on from one machine to another, 

introducing the óteamô system by which each operative only does a 

small part of the work required to make each garment6. 

 Harmerôs retained a bespoke or óSpecial Ordersô department and photographs 

show a much less crowded work area for this department than in the ready-to-

wear factory. Like their competitors they sent out pattern bunches (fabric 

swatches) to their customers, supported by separate price lists and illustrated style 

books. It is particularly surprising that they installed their own printing 

department to cope with this side of the business. Records do nothing to explain 

what made the directors invest in this unusual offshoot of the clothing factory, 

perhaps they had encountered too many problems in producing printed matter 

outside, but in 1925 all their printing needs were filled óin houseô. With todayôs 

desk top publishing available it might be unexceptional but current research 

suggests that then it was unique. 

In the early 1930s the two senior partners in Harmers died and the firm then 

became a limited company. There is little available information about their 

survival during the thirties other than the comment in their post Second World 

War publication, óDepression, the growth of the ñmultiplesò which at that time 

were not part of the customer base, and changing conditions of trade made things 

difficult for the new Companyô7, nonetheless they continued to develop, installing 

a conveyor belt production line throughout the factory. The Second World War 

saw the return of large quantities of uniform tailoring and presumably full 

employment, particularly for the female operatives in the factory. (Figure 13) As 

with several of our Cathedral Cities, Norwich was a target for the Luftwaffe and 

many buildings in the city were devastated. Harmers did not escape and in 1942 

first their main factory and then the hosiery factory were destroyed. (Figure 14) 

                                                           
6 ______ Short History, p 24. 
7 Harmer Company Notes, (Access allowed by David Harmer to private papers, 1947) p 1. 
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This meant a number of moves into rented premises for the duration of the War, 

but with a degree of goodwill from other firms that it would be hard to imagine in 

peacetime in supplying temporary accommodation, Harmers was able to continue 

production. After the war they built new modern premises to house all 

departments. (Figure 15) According to Christopher Gurteen, who trained with 

Harmers, their enforced redevelopment was Government funded and this enabled 

the company to modernize very much more quickly than competitors whose plant 

and premises had survived the conflict unharmed. (Figure 16) They engaged an 

expert in ótime and motionô to advise them and set up their own department to 

ensure that the firm ran as effectively as possible. The new factory was not in the 

City centre but on the outskirts of Norwich, and óIn order to help workers and 

save them time, a hairdressing salon has been installed so that there is now no 

need to take a morning off for an hourôs hairdo'8. There was a subsidized canteen 

on the premises seating two hundred and fifty, ówhere hot and cold meals were 

provided for a few penceô. Such philanthropy was not entirely altruistic, such 

facilities must have proved useful in keeping their staff happy and in preventing 

their being tempted away to work for others. (Figure 17) The company employed 

a small number of Italian women, who, according to David Harmer, were brought 

over specifically as clothing workers. Presumably these people were refugees 

from the European mainland, and in order to speed their integration, the firm 

provided English lessons at the factory. It has not been possible to ascertain if this 

was unique to Harmers but no evidence has emerged of other firms in the region 

making similar provision. 

 
Figure 13: Harmerôs female factory operatives during WWII. Courtesy of Norfolk 

County Council Library & Information Service. 

                                                           
8 Harmer Company Notes, 1947, p 7. 
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Figure 14: Bombing of Harmerôs factory during WWII. Courtesy of Norfolk 

County Council Library & Information Service. 

 
Figure 15: Harmerôs old factory chimney is demolished, early 1950s. Courtesy of 

Norfolk County Council Library & Information Service. 
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Figure 16: Harmerôs new factory site, 1950s. Courtesy of Norfolk County 

Council Library & Information Service. 

 
Figure 17: Harmers, marking out a garment pattern using modern machinery, 

1950s. Courtesy of Norfolk County Council Library & Information Service. 
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Figure 18: Cartoon advertisement for Harmers, late 1950s/60s. Courtesy of 

Norfolk County Council Library & Information Service. 
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Following the Second World War Harmerôs, like Gurteens, found it difficult to 

recruit sufficient local labour. By then they were producing large quantities of 

mail order goods and eventually built two new factories to cope with the 

increased output, both in less busy areas of the county than Norwich, the first was 

in Watton and the second at Fakenham. According to their former Managing 

Director, business from Littlewoods provided enough work in the 1950s and early 

60s to make such development not only viable but necessary. (Figure 18) The 

firm continued to fill large contracts for uniforms, supplying the three armed 

services, at that time under separate departments of War Office, Air Ministry and 

Admiralty, they also supplied the fire and ambulance services and the 

Metropolitan Police. David Harmer cited business in the 1960s and 70s as being 

at least fifty percent uniform tailoring. In the early 1970s the firm bought out 

Richard Emms, another family run business which had three factories, at Syleham 

on the Norfolk/Suffolk border, plus Diss and Stradbrook. David Harmer 

commented that by then the ladiesô shoe trade in Norwich had grown and with 

higher rates of pay than the clothing factory, finding staff in the City had become 

difficult, if not impossible. The company now was primarily a trouser 

manufacturer; the acquisition of Emms gave them much greater capacity and 

there they produced jeans and some jackets, particularly school blazers. The 

production of womenôs wear seems to have disappeared around the end of the 

Second World War, though precisely when or why is uncertain. 

As with most of the clothing industry the workforce at Harmers was 

predominantly female, surprisingly they used women as pressers, employing 

ninety females at one time in this capacity. This was rare for in the majority of 

factories work remained gender specific and pressing was regarded as menôs 

work, presumably a hangover from the days when the equipment was regarded as 

too heavy for most women to handle. Unlike many of their peers Harmerôs appear 

to have viewed capital investment in modern machinery as a priority and as in the 

middle of the previous century the machine manufacturers sent training staff into 

the factory to teach the operatives to use new equipment. Unlike the Colchester 

firms, where clothing workers could move from one factory to another, Harmerôs, 

as the only major producer in the town, employed trainers to teach their new 

employees. David Harmer commented that in earlier times the training was 

ósitting beside Nellieô, much the same as in any factory where no formal 

apprenticeships or training schemes had existed. Pay and conditions by this time 

were negotiated with the Unions, pension provision was limited to óstaffô 

(management) not shop floor workers; and as with other towns, pay in the 

clothing trades compared unfavourably with factories producing different goods 

where work was less skilled and less labour intensive. When easier work with 

better pay was available, there could be little doubt as to where the majority of 

factory workers preferred to be, except in the case of operatives who found real 

job satisfaction in what they did. Like other clothing manufacturers the highest 
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promotion available to women was to bench supervisor and as with others in the 

region, the majority expected to leave when they married or had families, perhaps 

returning after their children were at school.  

Despite Harmersô investments in plant and machinery, and their social 

provision for shop-floor workers, they were still unable to retain their operatives, 

and like other manufacturers in East Anglia and across the country, they were hit 

by cheap imports from countries where labour costs were a fraction of those in 

the UK. In 1989, they ceased trading. In recent years, the name has been bought 

and once again, trousers are manufactured under the Harmer label, but not 

produced by this old family firm in the City of Norwich. 
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11. 

SUDBURY IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

Despite its variable history, by the beginning of the twentieth century Sudbury 

was comparatively well placed with a few small but reputable silk businesses 

providing work. In his brief history of Vanners, Chapman notes that at the end of 

the nineteenth century there were four manufacturers in Sudbury who had 

invested in workshops large enough to house jacquard looms1, these were 

Waltersô, Kipling's, Walkerôs and Kemp's. Inexplicably Vanner chose not to 

develop and sold his Sudbury unit. Both Walters and Vanners continued to 

operate in Haverhill, though it is not clear if they installed power looms there. 

William Kemp, who had been principal of his firm since 1855, was described in 

the Daily Express in 1908 as óthe Grand Old Man of the Silk Tradeô, claimed that 

there had previously been fifteen hundred silk workers in Sudbury but this was 

now reduced to one hundred. He complained that both Coggeshall and Halstead 

silk manufacturers had gone out of business, and repeated the nineteenth century 

complaints that imported cloth had murdered the Sudbury Silk Industry2.  

E W Kipling wrote of his early years in the silk trade, of moving to Sudbury 

just after the start of the twentieth century as a result of the bankruptcy of his 

former London Master and working initially as a self-employed hand-loom 

weaver. He recalled that a working week of fifty hours was accepted by all 

concerned and óOnce a week I took my efforts over to Courtaulds in Halstead for 

correction and cycled back againô3, such a surprising degree of co-operation 

between large and small manufacturers would be hard to find today. Kipling later 

set up his own business which at some stage went bankrupt, he subsequently 

merged with Vanner where eventually he was managing director. It has not been 

possible to clarify this further. Vanners installed power looms around 1900 when 

they amalgamated with Fennell Brothers4, originally a Haverhill firm, but again 

with no record of power machinery prior to the merger. The quite substantial 

factory in the Colne Valley Road, Haverhill, occupied by the partnership was 

possibly the site of their early mechanization. At the Womenôs exhibition at 

Earlôs Court in 1900 electric looms were shown as being in use in Sudbury but no 

indication was given as to how many were in production. 

                                                           
1 Stanley Chapman, Vanners in The English Silk Industry, (Textile History, 23, 1992) p 80. 
2 The Daily Express, 7th May 1908. 
3 E W Kipling, Recollections of a Sudbury Silk Weaver, (East Anglian Life, June, 1968) 

pages un-numbered. 
4 Chapman, Vanners, p 80. 
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Figure 19: Fennells in Sudbury, scraping umbrella fabric. Courtesy of Sudbury 

Museum Trust. 

Stephen Walters took over the Kipling factory in Cornard Road, Sudbury, 

where they have remained ever since. According to Peter Walters, Kipling had 

built the premises but never used them; it is hard to imagine the reasons for such 

profligate waste of funds and space, unless perhaps they tried to expand too 

rapidly prior to bankruptcy. Fennells, initially a maker of umbrella silk as were 

Vanners and Walters, (Figure 19) took over Walters previous site in the town and 

began to diversify into dress silks, as did his competitors, thus all competed with 

imported goods which were reputedly decimating the home trade. Chapman 

comments that the Suffolk silk weavers suffered intense competition from the 

European industry which was producing: óattractively cheap silks heavily 

weighted with mineral dyesô. (Mineral dyes were used to add weight and bulk to 

cheaper yarn) He claimed that Fennells became the leading silk manufacturer in 

Sudbury, but despite this, they initially ran the business on a shoestring, 

sometimes unable to pay operatives wages at the end of the week despite their 

employees being paid thirty per cent less than the going rate, i.e. 8s. as opposed to 

a national average of 11s.6d5. It is not clear if rates in Sudbury as a whole were 

low but the presence of several manufacturers of similar goods in the town 

suggests that this must have been so, for surely the workers would have moved to 

another factory if they were able to earn more. Fennells sold the old Vanners site 

in Glemsford in 1905 and the Haverhill factory was disposed of in 1937. Young 

trainees in Gurteenôs clothing factory were paid nearly as much as fully trained 

                                                           
5 ______ Vanners, p 79. 
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silk weavers in both Sudbury and Haverhill and this surely illustrates why it was 

easy for the Haverhill firm to recruit and retain operatives. In 1924 Vanner and 

Fennell bought the Sudbury Silk Weaving company which was headed by 

Gordon Kipling and his associate Anthony Rowland, they then moved into the 

production of silks for menôs neckwear (ties and cravats). (Figure 20) They sold 

considerable quantities to Welch Margetson and Company of Savile Row; 

Welchôs company history notes that their 1924 price list included a ó46 inch pure 

silk scarfô6 possibly provided by Vanners. The firm of Vanner and Fennell 

continued and despite the development of óArtificial Silkô and its effect on the 

market in the period immediately after the First World War; the factory was 

extended twice to cope with increased business which suggests that between the 

wars they prospered, sadly few records remain. Immediately after the Second 

World War the growing popularity of club, regimental and school ties in 

traditional stripe and crest designs provided a great boost to business and these 

goods became the mainstay, not only of Vanner and Fennell but of Walters and of 

the majority of silk weavers in Macclesfield. During the 1950s they discussed 

amalgamation with the silk printers, David Evans, who were situated in Crayford, 

Kent just south of the Thames. Initially the idea was shelved but eventually the 

marriage of the two firms was completed and survived successfully until the end 

of the twentieth century, producing printed silks in Kent and woven goods in 

Sudbury. It is not clear when Vanners ceased being a family firm. 

 

 
Figure 20: Warping machinery at Fennell brothers in Sudbury. Undated. 

Courtesy of Sudbury Museum Trust. 

                                                           
175 Welch Margetson Ltd. (Unpublished Company History) p4.  
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Figure 21: Reginald Warner at work in the early years of Gainsborough silks. 

Courtesy of Sudbury Museum Trust. 

One other silk manufacturer which appeared in Sudbury in the twentieth 

century is that of Gainsborough Silk Weaving Company. The founder of the firm 

was Reginald Warner, (Figure 21) son of Metford Warner who was proprietor of 

Jeffreyôs and Company, the firm famous for having taken over the William 
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Morris textile weaving and printing production in south west London. Reginald 

had served an apprenticeship with the English Silk Weaving Company in Ipswich 

at the end of the previous century and subsequently set up in Priory Walk, 

Sudbury. This company has always concentrated on silks for the furnishing trade 

to the exclusion of the garment industry and as with other Sudbury firms their 

production was entirely dependent on hand-loom weavers in the early days. A 

photograph, taken around 1907/1910 of the workforce, shows seven men, 

including Reginald Warner, and four women at work7. The business established 

an excellent reputation fairly quickly after its birth for in 1910 they supplied 

Ickworth House (then the home of the Earl of Bristol) near Bury St. Edmunds 

with a hundred and fifty seven yards of green and silver silk, plus lining and 

trimmings. During the First World War Gainsboroughôs letter heading described 

them as making óFinest Hand Made Damasks, Brocades, Brocatelles, Antique 

Velvets & Plain Fabrics8, at this time they used the services of a London sales 

agent, W T Bennett, at Oxford Circus. How so small a company survived the war 

it is hard to imagine, like their peers Gainsborough lost men to the services, 

indeed in the company records there is a letter to Mr. Sayer wishing him a speedy 

recovery from his war wounds, and promising his job would be there when he 

returned9. Some years later Mr. Sayer became Managing Director of the firm, 

retiring in 1962. In 1924 Gainsborough moved to a new steam factory where 

photographs show similar shafting for powering the looms to that in the Haverhill 

sheds, like other manufacturers in the region they continued to supplement 

production with hand-looms10. A 1928 photograph in the firmôs archive shows 

their eighty year old employee, Mr. T Goadey still working at his loom11; he had 

started in the trade at the age of eight.  

Gainsborough showed their goods at the British Silk Exhibition in 1912 and in 

1924 at Wembley, both must have meant a considerable outlay for so small a 

business, but by this time the companyôs reputation was such that they were asked 

to weave fabrics for Queen Maryôs Dollôs house, now on show at Windsor Castle. 

(Figures 22 & 23) 

                                                           
7 Gainsborough Company Archive Collection. 
8Gainsborough Archive.  
9 ______ 
10 ______ 
11 ______ 
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Figure 22: Gainsborough, male employees, 1926. Courtesy of Sudbury Museum 

Trust. 

 
Figure 23: Gainsborough, female employees, 1926. Courtesy of Sudbury Museum 

Trust. 

Little is known about Gainsborough during the 1930s depression except that 

they survived. In 1946 the Suffolk and Essex Free Press reported that they had 

lost eighty per cent of their employees to war service but when staff returned the 
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situation was reversed12. Wartime restrictions on production were still in place, 

raw materials unavailable and people desperate for employment which could not 

be provided until supplies were restored, a situation which was repeated in 

manufacturing units across the country. Nonetheless this small firm had a pension 

scheme in place by 1946 and, unusually, profit sharing bonuses were paid, 

perhaps this was more easily organized and sustained in a company of this size.  

By the 1960s Gainsborough was making fabrics for major refurbishment 

projects, they supplied Buckingham Palace, the House of Commons and 

Norway's Royal Palace. (Figures 24 & 25) The company continues to quote for 

stately homes, both in this country and abroad. They have remained small, with 

only twenty four looms in operation at the time of writing. Like both Walters and 

Humphries in Braintree they survived by concentrating on and developing 

business in specialist areas. 

 

 
Figure 24: Damask weaving at Gainsborough Silks, late 1950s. Courtesy of 

Sudbury Museum Trust. 

                                                           
12 Suffolk and Essex Free Press, 6th June, 1946. 
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Figure 25: Gainsboroughôs jacquard silk damask, 1950s. Courtesy of Sudbury 

Museum Trust. 

By the late nineteenth century Stephen Walters had a small unit in Haverhill 

and his brother Daniel had acquired Pound Mill in Braintree from Courtaulds. 

Stephenôs business continued to operate in Sudbury and Haverhill whilst retaining 

their London head office. It is not clear if they continued to produce goods in the 

capital, or if this was used only for office and showroom space. According to 

Peter Walters the business has always been family run, passing from father to son 

from the time it was founded until the present day. Sadly many of the firmôs 

records were lost during the Second World War when their London office was 

destroyed and thus it is impossible to draw a full picture of their progress in the 

early part of the twentieth century. However Mr. Walters thought that previous 

generations of the family had not been formally trained, but worked their way 

through the various departments of the business until considered competent to 

take on managerial duties. He describes his father as, of necessity, being 

something of a óJack of all tradesô: 

It was different in those days, we were very small, not exactly a one 

man business, my father had a brother in the business. He (father) 
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travelled up and down from Sudbury to London so I suppose he 

spent some of the time being a salesman and some back down here 

and I think he did a bit of everything. I did the same as it came 

along. My brother went to the silk weaving school in Zurich and 

then spent a year in Austria, learning German and working in the 

dress trade, (textiles) so he was a qualified technician when he 

came in. I was intended to be in the financial secretarial bit so I 

travelled, learnt French and some German and worked in various 

places, shops and cloth merchants and the offices of a couple of 

factories in Lyon. So I got experience but didnôt have any formal 

education for the business except for the Chartered Institute of 

Secretaries. 

Waltersô continued to make umbrella silk in Haverhill and presumably in 

Sudbury up to and possibly including the Second World War. Peter Walters 

described the óshearing and rubbingô of umbrella silk as óa steel rubber, half-

moon shape with a handle on it. They rubbed the fabric up and down to spread 

the fibres and make it denser, and filling up the holes, theyôd take a needle and 

spread it evenlyô.  

During the early years of the century Walters began producing spun silk for the 

womenôs dress trade and though rayon could not be used for the umbrella trade, 

they began making their own cotton/rayon mix for the cheaper end of the 

womenôs market. In the mid-twenties, as with many competitors, they were 

reliant on the neckwear market.  

Throughout its history Stephen Walters has woven and finished their own 

fabrics, these goods being steam set as opposed to printed silks which are 

chemically fixed; (Figure 26) the only goods which Walters have ever sent out to 

finish are for wet processes such as dyeing. In 1936 the firm bought the 

Glemsford Silk throwing mill, (Figure 27) and although this has always remained 

a separate company and been run as such the acquisition gave them ability to 

streamline their supply to some degree. (Figure 28) In the period immediately 

after the Second World War they introduced silk dyeing into the Glemsford unit 

and the business there continued at least until the late 1990s, both throwing and 

dyeing silk goods. With the invention of nylon around 1936 and its availability 

soon after 1945, umbrella silk became largely redundant. 
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Figure 26: Stephen Walters, winding room in Cornard Road. Courtesy of 

Sudbury Museum Trust. 

 
Figure 27: Silk throwing at Stephen Walters, probably early 1950s. Courtesy of 

Sudbury Museum Trust. 
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Figure 28: Bobbin winding at Stephen Walters, 1953. Courtesy of Sudbury 

Museum Trust. 

As with most textile companies in this region and elsewhere the majority of the 

loom operatives at Stephen Walters are and always have been women, though 

men were employed on various hand finishing processes.  

Inevitably the two world wars meant a loss of male employees to the armed 

services and indeed of considerable numbers of women either to the forces or to 

other types of civilian war work. Like most of their colleagues and competitors 

they were left with the very old and very young. For the duration of the war silk 

output was tightly controlled as was all textile manufacture and thus the firm was 

able to plan their production around the staff and materials they had available. 

Peter Walters explained: 

It was very much a hand to mouth existence but we were lucky to 

keep going because so many firms had to close down ... there was a 

silk controller. Fortunately the silk stocking business had been very 

active before the war and there was a lot of silk in the country, the 

government realized they were going to need it - for parachutes and 

also for silk insulation for electrical things ... so the supply of silk 

was frozen, the controller took possession of it all ... and he doled it 

out to people who were going to use it for government purposes. 

We were allowed, I think, five per cent for the home trade - tie 

fabrics - that was all and the rest was government work. We made 
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parachute fabric and uniform tie fabric, black barathea and printed 

maps - to sew into their uniforms. é They conserved resources and 

used this stockpile of silk and half way through the war as it began 

to run out, they had invented nylon ... fortunately it could take the 

place of silk. [For parachutes] Vanners had two factories and the 

government took one of them over for clothing. Post war we did a 

lot of silk facing material and the regimental tie trade was quite 

strong. Then we began to go into the design trade which we hadnôt 

done before. 

 

 
Figure 29: 1946 Staff photograph at Stephen Walters, Peter Walters 8th from 

right, front row. Courtesy of Sudbury Museum Trust. 

Walters, like most of the silk manufacturers in this country, was a 

comparatively small firm. Being a family run business which was on the same 

site for so long meant that the directors knew most of their staff (Figure 29) and 

tried to ensure that they remained approachable to the workforce if there were any 

problems. The result was that when the silk workers Trade Union tried to recruit 

members from the Sudbury factory they were singularly unsuccessful. 

There was one time when the Macclesfield union asked for 

permission to recruit, quite a nice man. We said yes by all means 

come and try ... They did and in the meantime we talked to them 

(the staff) and explained that they wouldnôt be able to talk to us, 

they would have to talk to the union. We had always had an open 

door policy, if anybody wanted anything they would come and tell 

us ... and in the end they said óno, weôre fineô. Partly because we 

are smaller now than before the war weôve not ever really had a 

train of supervision ... We have tacklers, mechanics, to look after 

the machinery and we had foremen or forewomen whose job was to 
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teach the youngsters, but they werenôt really disciplinarians. It 

wasnôt their job to make sure people were doing their job. We had a 

factory manager ... there wasnôt a chain of command; they didnôt 

have to go through the forewomen to talk to the manager. 

Walters closed the factory for a week every year in order to service the boilers 

and paint the premises, as did Gurteens in Haverhill, staff were paid for that week 

and so were able to take a holiday then without losing money. This was in 

advance of any negotiated agreements within the trade to allow paid holidays for 

factory workers. Mr. Walters thought that they may have allowed a few days sick 

pay prior to the formation of the welfare state, but that there had been no specific 

company policy. As with many small manufacturing units at the time and in the 

region, the male workforce tended to stay with the firm most of their working 

lives. The majority of women on the shop floor left to have a family and some 

returned to the same employer once their children were at school. There was 

some traffic of workers between the silk factories in the town but generally the 

firms co-operated with each other, checking if another company was keen to keep 

someone who had applied to them. In a small town such as Sudbury surely word 

would have travelled quickly if there were problems with an employee, equally so 

if the workers found owners and managers difficult. As with most other textile 

firms there was no pension provision for operatives prior to the 1950s and then 

only a limited scheme. 

During the middle years of the twentieth century Stephen Walters had no 

specific investment policy for up-dating or replacing machinery. This was partly 

due to lack of funds and maybe also wariness of over-investment since the silk 

trade had been so prone to fluctuations caused by changing fashion and 

availability of raw material. They tried to manage with what they had, only 

replacing when forced to do so, and sometimes buying second-hand equipment. 

That they remained a small specialist firm meant that they could operate in this 

way where a large mass-production unit would have found it necessary to up-date 

frequently. Mr. Walters commented that while there were no major advances in 

manufacturing methods they could economize but that when shuttleless looms 

were invented they had to invest in order to remain competitive.  

[Traditional looms, both hand and power, used a shuttle to shoot the weft 

thread across the warp. The shuttleless loom is either (a) a rapier at both ends of 

the loom, (right and left) which takes the yarn across to the centre where it passes 

to the rapier at the other side, or (b) water pressure forces the weft thread across 

the warp. Both methods are very much faster than the traditional shuttle loom.] 

Most of the silk fabrics produced by Walters in the first half of the twentieth 

century were either plain or striped. Thus like many other small units weaving 

fairly simple goods, they did not have any formal apprenticeships, nonetheless to 

comply with Training Board legislation, proper instruction was provided, and 
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they employed two foremen or women specifically to teach newcomers to operate 

their looms, but this was very much on an óas neededô basis. After the formation 

of the Training Boards in 1964 [for various industries] the firm continued to use 

the same staff but working with groups of newcomers rather than individuals and 

with a more structured learning programme. Peter Walters commented that 

despite some obvious advantages, the training boards were costly to run and 

created mountains of paperwork. Towards the end of the twentieth century the 

NVQ (National Vocational Qualifications) system of training met with similar 

mixed responses.  

Until the 1960s Walterôs continued to produce traditional fabrics for neckwear 

and menswear, thus they did not often have to call on the services of designers, 

except perhaps for translating existing stripes and crests for their own production. 

Latterly they moved much more into designed goods which necessitated their 

employing a team of designers with a studio on site, producing fashion and 

corporate designs alongside their stripes and crests.  

Sudbury, despite the vicissitudes of fluctuating trade for nearly three hundred 

years has survived as a silk producing town. Other areas of the country where silk 

manufacture has perhaps been more industrially organized have totally ceased to 

produce the goods which made them famous. A hundred years ago Sudbury had 

four silk units in the town, by the end of the twentieth century, it retained three 

mills, two, Vanners and Walters, both involved in producing goods for the 

clothing industry and the Gainsborough Silk Company making furnishing fabrics. 

Possibly their willingness to remain small, specialist units led to their survival, 

able to cut back in leaner times, where their larger competitors with necessarily 

heavier wage bills and higher overheads and capital investment were less flexible.  
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12. 

GLEMSFORD AND LONG MELFORD IN THE 

TWENTIETH CENTURY1 

At the turn of the century both Kolles and Tomkins were still operating hair 

factories in Glemsford but in1905 Kolles was declared bankrupt. The effect this 

must have had on the village where as many as two hundred had worked for the 

company is incalculable. In 1909 Arnold and Gould set up as dressers of 

horsehair taking on the Kolleôs premises in Bellôs Lane which had previously 

been the hair seating factory, (Figure 30) and probably providing work for many 

of those previously employed by Kolles. As with their predecessors the new firm 

limited themselves to dressing hair, they were not involved in weaving. Gould 

expanded the business and bought part of the old óCurled Hairô factory, (possibly 

part of the Tomkins site) to accommodate the increase in output. The dressed 

horsehair continued to be used for stuffing upholstery and bedding as well as for 

interlinings and in the millinery trade. Throughout the First World War the firm 

fulfilled Government contracts, mainly for jacket and hat interlinings. The 

business was stable and successful enough at the end of the war to expand 

slightly. One haircloth manufacturer was established in the village in the early 

years of the century, that of Andrew Arnold, possibly a relative or partner in the 

firm of Arnold and Gould. Sadly no other information has come to light about 

this firm and it has been impossible to verify how large it was or for how long it 

existed. Kolles had produced mats in the village (Figure 31) as well as owning the 

hair factory and since much of this work was done on an outwork basis it is 

possible that this part of the trade continued after the firmôs bankruptcy, with 

outworkers then employed by Gurteens in nearby Haverhill. 

                                                           
1 All references in this chapter are based on the Archive of the Arnold and Gould 

Company which was not catalogued at the time when the author was given access to them. 
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Figure 30: Arnold & Gould horsehair factory in Glemsford. Courtesy of Brian 

Whittaker. 

 
Figure 31: Mat making in Sudbury or Glemsford. Courtesy of Sudbury Museum 

Trust. 

The Tomkins firm was at some point established in nearby Long Melford, 

though at one time their Glemsford unit was part owned by Arnold and Gould. 

Like others they supplied the services, presumably with horsehair for interlinings, 
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they were faced with a much reduced order book in peace time and Tomkins 

closed down a few years after the end of the First World War. 

During the inter-war years the horsehair trade suffered as much as any and 

Tomkins closure had left workers unemployed. In the early years of the 1930s 

slump Gould wrote: 

I have not made any discharges or reductions ... since Messrs. 

Tomkins closed down I have increased the number of workers, 

feeling that it is better for the workers, humanity and the country to 

employ eighty workers half time than forty workers full time in 

these days of stress and lack of employment. 

The firm survived by buying raw materials at reduced costs, cutting their own 

prices, and giving and demanding greater discounts to customers and from 

suppliers. Business did not improve markedly until the outbreak of the Second 

World War and then with the revival of orders to fill large government contracts 

as in the First World War, the Glemsford factory and their peers had more 

demand than they could comfortably deal with. At this stage their main problems 

became that of obtaining untreated hair for dressing to complete orders and, once 

found, of shipping the raw materials into this country. Many of the Merchant 

Navy ships had been converted for war service and those still operating 

commercially faced the threat of being lost in enemy action, thus insurance for 

goods in transit became an additional difficulty.  

Gould was anxious to keep his workers and wrote to them: 

It is understood that labour will not be transferred elsewhere while 

we have sufficient material to keep going and our goods are 

required for Government contracts ... The Labour Exchange 

informs us that people are more likely to be called up from the Flax 

Factory than from here as the people here are classed as skilled 

workers.  

There is no mention of a flax factory in the village in any local literature nor 

are records held at the County Record Office. 

Not long after this the firm inevitably found that other factories which had lost 

staff to the services attempting to poach their employees and in 1941 Mr. Gould 

found it necessary to write a strong letter of protest to one such company: 

We understand that some of our trained workers have applied to 

you for work and that you are taking them on ...We are a Protected 

Establishment and we should be glad to know if it is your practice 

to take trained girls from protected Establishments doing essential 

war work . 
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Clearly the firm lost some of their employees to the services and in view of the 

time it took for a reasonable level of competence to be achieved this caused them 

considerable worry. As late as 1942 Mr. Gould still considered that it took 

between three and five years to train workers to dress horsehair and described 

training within his factory as being given óby Mother to Daughter ... Hacklers 

usually pass their skills from Father to Son ... we always consider that we should 

get bad work if we had more than about ten per cent of learnersô. (Figure 32) 

 

 
Figure 32: Arnold & Gould, horsehair straightening, circa 1960. Courtesy of 

Brian Whittaker. 

Arnold and Gould did not weave hair cloth but supplied considerable 

quantities to Gurteens and other weavers throughout the country. Since the 

Haverhill firm had their own hair dressing as well weaving operation, and full 

records do not survive, it can only be assumed that the two firms would supply 

each other when either was short of a particular quality or colour needed to fill 

orders. Indeed this has been confirmed by the former manager of Gurteenôs 

weaving factory. In 1939 the records at the Glemsford firm show monthly 

invoices from Arnold and Gould to Gurteen who were ordering ahead and calling 

in quantities varying in value between £250 and £350 per month. During the late 

1940s and early 1950s there were invoices in both directions between the two 

firms which suggests that they regarded themselves as colleagues rather than 

competitors. It is not clear if Arnold and Gould carried out their own dyeing 

operation at that time or sent cleaned hair elsewhere for colour. It is known 
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however, that they bleached some qualities for specific use. In June 1947 

Gurteens had dyed hair from the Glemsford business. A letter remains on file 

thanking them for doing the work, which is couched in terms that suggest that it 

was not a usual occurrence. 

The hair was imported from various parts of the world, but particularly from 

South America and was sorted, cleaned and mixed within the factory. There was 

stringent legislation about the cleaning and disinfecting of the imported hair as 

there had been cases of anthrax in the past, thought to have come from factory 

waste. In 1909 there had been two livestock deaths from anthrax on a farm in 

Glemsford; the hair factory was inspected by the District Medical Officer of 

Health who exonerated the company from any blame. 

 

 
Figure 33: Arnold & Gould, horsehair bunching, circa 1960. Courtesy of Brian 

Whittaker. 
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Figure 34: Checking length of horsehair and trimming, circa 1960. Courtesy of 

Brian Whittaker. 

All the work within the hair dressing trade continued to be by hand, (Figures 

32 & 33) as indeed it remained, clearly infinitely more labour intensive than 

almost any other area of textile related business. Inevitably, as new fabrics were 

invented which could be produced quickly and cheaply, particularly non-woven 

and adhesive interlinings; the woven hair fabric trade was decimated. Nonetheless 

Arnold and Gould survived, supplying fewer and fewer weavers with raw 

materials but continuing to dress quantities of hair for other uses. An article about 

the firm appeared in The Field in the spring of 1973 describing them as supplying 

the brush trade, upholstery firms, wig makers and rocking horse makers. (Figure 

34) At that time the company employed seventy people, it shrank further over the 

next thirty years to employ only a handful of people, but continued to dress hair 

by the traditional methods. Until the year 2000 they were still supplying John 

Boydôs in Castle Cary, the only weaver of horsehair fabrics left in this country. 

(Boyds also supply the brush and upholstery trades). Arnold and Gould remained 

in family ownership until 1979, when the last Mr. Gould retired and the company 

was taken over with Brian Whittaker as Managing Director. Sadly this last 

bastion of the hair dressing trade in East Anglia closed at the end of 2001. 

In Long Melford both the wool and mat trades continued on a shrinking scale 

into the twentieth century but as far as is presently known died out in the 1950s. 

Without further evidence it can only be assumed that the decline was due to 

changing needs and cheap imports. No other information has come to light on 

twentieth century textile production in the village.2 

                                                           
2 All references in this Chapter are taken from the Arnold & Gould 

(uncatalogued) archive. 
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13. 

COLCHESTER AND COGGESHALL IN THE 

TWENTIETH CENTURY 

According to Andrew Phillips, one of the prime movers in the founding of the 

óColchester Recalledô oral history project, from 1890 onwards Colchesterôs 

clothing trades grew enormously. Prior to 1914 about a dozen clothing companies 

were established in the town. Jointly they employed up to fifteen hundred factory 

hands, mainly women, most of whom wanted to work near to home and were 

prepared to accept the local rate of pay without demur. (Figure 35) 

But a far larger number of women outworkers could be found in the 

surrounding villages. This is one of the keys to Colchesterôs 

clothing industry; an abundant supply of cheap and docile female 

labour ... During the First World War government contracts for 

uniforms served to keep order books full, while the use of 

predominantly female labour meant that the industry did not lose its 

skilled workforce to the armed services1.  

 

 

                                                           
1 Andrew Phillips, Life in the Colchester Clothing Factories, (Essex Journal, Spring 1993) 

p 8. 
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Figure 35: Crowthers of Colchester, branch workshop in Rowhedge Village, 

dated 1915 but probably a little earlier. Courtesy of Andrew Phillips. 

 
Figure 36: The óspecialsô room at Crowthers in Colchester, 1916. Probably their 

bespoke tailoring unit. Courtesy of Andrew Phillips. 

Many firms lost considerable numbers of their female employees to munitions 

factories and to work on the land and in the transport services, is it possible that 

those working to make uniforms for the services were prevented by wartime 

restrictions from moving to better paid work? It would be surprising if the 

Colchester clothing firms were unaffected by such migration since these jobs 

were considerably better paid than the clothing industry. What happened in most 

cases was that production of long runs of uniforms instead of the variety of goods 

previously made, meant that time spent on each garment was reduced to the 

minimum. (Figure 36) In addition to this the War made British clothing 

manufacturers adopt more streamlined methods, modelled on those in the USA; 

productivity improved substantially as a result. 

In the inter-war years existing companies did not expand, nor were there new 

clothing businesses established in the town. Women who had worked in the 

clothing firms in the town and whose oral histories were recorded for the 

óRecalledô project, spoke of similar working conditions to those experienced 

elsewhere in the region, though none mentioned having applied for work prior to 

leaving school. (Figure 37) 
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Figure 37: Turners (The Colchester Manufacturing Company), machinists at 

work, 1930s. Courtesy of Andrew Phillips. 

Mrs. H who joined Hollingtons in Coggeshall around 1930 described being 

taught óone step at a timeô perfecting skill on one operation before progressing to 

the next, beginning with machining sleeve seams and eventually making whole 

garments. She found the noise of the machines very difficult at first but 

presumably became accustomed to it; trainees were not disciplined for their 

mistakes. Hollingtons paid a set price for each dozen garments but Mrs. H could 

not recall what the figure was, she commented that once fully trained the money 

was óquite goodô. At one time she was appointed as trainer, teaching the 

newcomers machining skills and construction methods, but this reduced her 

earnings and consequently she returned to the benches. This may seem strange, 

but an efficient machinist, whose pay was based on output could often earn more 

than those on a fixed wage. 

There were twelve machinists to a bench and seven benches in Mrs Hôs room. 

(Figure 38) The company had a canteen and a common room, and operatives 

were allowed one and a half hours for lunch; each room in the factory had its own 

toilet facilities. Table tennis was sometimes played in the common room and the 

company had their own football and cricket teams. Hollingtonôs London factory 

was bombed during the Second World War and many operatives moved to the 

Coggeshall factory. Mrs. H could not recall any strikes nor could she remember 

any Union membership, nonetheless union records show that there was a branch 

of the Amalgamated Union of Clothiers Operatives in the town as early as 1914 
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but it has not been possible to verify which group(s) of workers this involved2. 

Staff clocked on as in other factories and the firm was strict about hours of 

employment, late arrivals were not tolerated. Machinists at Hollingtons supplied 

their own scissors, needles and thread, by the twentieth century this was unusual 

for in-workers but was still accepted practice for those working from home. Mrs. 

H commented that there were no real prospects for advancement, other than to 

forewoman but the girls did not expect to move up the promotion ladder, most 

only worked until they had a family. 

 

 
Figure 38: Crowthers, machinists workroom, circa 1943. Courtesy of Andrew 

Phillips. 

 Mrs. Dôs memories were similar though she had begun work several years 

earlier. She had learned to sew at school and wanted to work in a garment factory 

as she enjoyed it. She remembered there being a hundred women in each 

production unit. óNumber 2 room was for uniform trousers, mostly railway, 

number 3 room for better class trousers, number 4 for vests; (waistcoats) and 

number 5 was for coatsô, presumably jackets. In her early working days they had 

no canteen or recreational facilities and no lifts to get to the upper floors. Mrs. D 

thought the machines were electric when she was there, but was uncertain if there 

were not still some treadles. Again she described the trainees being taught by 

experienced machinists, first doing only straight seams, then inserting pockets 

and then finally applying waistbands. They had a one month training period when 

they earned 6s 8d. per week, after which they went onto their óown machineô and 

                                                           
2 Amalgamated Union of Clothiersô Operatives Report, (December 1914) p 7. 
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were paid piece rates. The mother of the present author, working for a Liverpool 

waistcoat manufacturer from 1924, recalled her wage when training was 6s. per 

week, which suggests that pay rates were fairly standard across the industry. The 

machinists pressed the seams themselves while the garment was being 

constructed but the final press was done by a presser; like their Haverhill 

competitors they were not alone in using such outdated and unproductive 

methods at a fairly late date. The shop floor workers checked in at ten minutes to 

eight in the morning, if they were late they had to wait until the office staff 

arrived at nine oôclock and thereby lost an hourôs pay. Mrs. D described being 

given bundles of a dozen cut garments and making the whole item, making 

pockets first, then flies, then seams to maximize individual efficiency. She 

thought that after a month she went onto ótimeô and could do about a dozen items 

a day recalling that the maximum she was able to earn was about £2 per week. 

After the finishing processes and final press the whole garment was checked by 

the forewoman, if the work was not right then the machinist had to do it again and 

this meant loss of income so it was in their best interests to get it óright first timeô. 

Again the staff had to supply their own needles, scissors and thread but after the 

factory moved to another site they joined a Union and from then on the company 

supplied such things. Mrs. D recalled being paid 5s. for making a dozen railway 

uniform dungarees, using the largest stitches possible to attain the maximum 

speed so that they could earn more money. (Pay was usually priced for a dozen 

items) As with other factories in the region there was neither sick pay nor pension 

provision. Pregnant women worked until the birth of their baby, many returned as 

soon afterwards as possible. As with the history of women in the industry during 

the previous century, this undermines the conviction held by many that women 

did not work after marriage. The latter may have been true for middle class 

families, but for the less well off the extra income was as essential then as now. 

At Hollingtons there were no sackings due to lack of orders, but if work was short 

the employees were laid off until more work came in. Strangely Mrs. D 

commented that if one floor was busy and another slack the machinists could not 

transfer. One might expect that it would make financial sense to distribute the 

work more widely than to have one department on short time and pay overtime to 

others. Later when Mrs. D was at home with her family and her husband was out 

of work she took outwork for Hyams. She described an óold fella on a trade push 

bikeô bringing bundles of work to be made up and paying her on collection of the 

completed garments. Mrs. D clearly enjoyed her work. (Her parents had bought a 

Singer sewing machine for her twenty-first birthday, paying £17 for it, at 3s. per 

week over a period of three years and on this she made all the family clothes, in 

total £23-8s; if this ladies memory is accurate this is an extortionate interest of 

£6-8s. or forty per cent over the basic price.) 

Mrs. S worked in the worsted garment department at Hyams in Colchester 

from the time she left school. She did not actively search for work there, but lived 
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near the factory and was told by a neighbour who was employed by the firm as a 

cutter that they needed learners. Her recollections are very similar to those of the 

women who worked at Hollingtons. Hyamôs did some bespoke tailoring, these 

were made by senior machinists, making the whole garment. Like the other 

factories in the region they were kept busy during the war years, manufacturing 

uniforms, in this case specializing in battledress jackets.  

The training period at Hyams was longer, about three months, with a trainer 

working full-time to teach newcomers use of power machines. Employment of a 

full - time trainer might suggest a fairly high turnover of staff; equally it may be 

simply that Hyams organized their training differently from other factories. Mrs. 

S remembered that trainees were paid 6s.6d. whilst in training, and 7s. if they 

worked on a Saturday morning, presumably only when they were considered 

competent to work without supervision. They normally worked from eight in the 

morning until six in the evening with one hour for lunch. Those who could not get 

home at midday took a packed lunch and ate at their work bench. The risk of 

soiling the work in hand must have been considerable, nonetheless this reflects 

how meals were taken in other factories. Clearly the advantages gained by 

allowing operatives a proper break at midday were not appreciated. 

Mrs. S thought the firm had produced on a CMT (Cut, Make and Trim) basis 

for Austin Reed, sewing in the retailerôs own labels by hand. She talked of the 

factory having both buttonhole and serging (overlocking) machines and these 

operations were done before work was handed out for garment construction. As 

with Hollingtonôs the maximum earning for machinists was around Ã2 a week and 

apart from a brief period prior to the Second World War there was no short time. 

The employees were allowed to take unpaid holidays and their jobs were held for 

them. During the war there was no call up from her department but the informant 

thought that this was because most were over age for active service. Again much 

of the factory was engaged in uniform making and this was described as being 

óvery thick stuff to work onô. Anything which took a long time was referred to as 

óworking on a dead horseô as it meant their money would be short and they would 

try to make it up by taking on an extra bundle. Like other machinists interviewed 

Mrs. S felt that all enjoyed their work, everyone was friendly and they did not 

look for the amenities that staff would expect today, they were just glad to be 

working near home and earning when others were not. 

The factory employed mechanics and cleaners so the girls were not expected to 

do anything except make up garments. Mrs. S thought there were about two 

hundred people employed on site while she was there, with cutters and pressers 

all male and the machinists all women. The ópassersô were women, usually senior 

machinists and the final check was made by the foreman; any problems were 

taken to the foreman not to the manager. Operatives were paid in cash but Mrs. S 

had no idea what the earnings were of any staff other than the machinists. She 
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commented that any faulty work was unpicked and done again but the machinist 

all took pride in doing things properly. 

Mr. and Mrs. B were both in Colchesterôs clothing trade and commented that 

pay was poor until 1975 when legislation brought in equal pay. They thought 

people were glad of any work, particularly women, for whom the only alternative 

was to go into domestic service. Mrs. B worked initially on a trouser bench at 

Leanings, like others, making the whole garment. She recalled earning 1¾d an 

hour (7s. per week) when training and then being paid 1s. (one shilling) for a pair 

of trousers when first considered competent to work alone. The machinists 

worked a forty-eight hour week as did those at other factories. In busy periods she 

worked overtime and was paid an extra 7s. 2d, until legislation limited the hours. 

Mr. and Mrs. B commented that the factories were glad to get staff during the war 

when the volume of work increased and so many who had previously worked in 

the townôs clothing industry were in the services.  

Andrew Phillips comments on how little the industry changed during the inter-

war years. In some ways that is not surprising, machinery did not develop greatly 

during that time and as the informants pointed out, alternative employment was 

hard to find and pay elsewhere probably lower than at the clothing factories. All 

Colchester clothing work was gender specific and the women expected to leave 

when they married, therefore earnings were more important than job satisfaction3. 

In addition there was much less social mobility than in the post war era and the 

majority of the workforce preferred to stay near their families even if it meant 

accepting poor pay and conditions; availability of public transport, costs and 

travel time must also have come into the equation4. 

Mr. B  remembered that he joined Rogers, a bespoke tailoring workshop, to 

learn the trade when he was sixteen, starting by felling (tacking or basting) 

waistcoat linings into garments. He was paid 7s. 6d per week, more than a girl of 

the same age, he commented that boys going into an engineering factory earned 

10s. He served what was described as a four year unofficial apprenticeship and 

was taught each stage of making the garments. Mr. B left for the war but returned 

to Rogers briefly and was then paid at £1.19s. His wife worked at Rogerôs for a 

time but described it as very unpleasant, ódusty, you couldnôt breatheô, and 

commented that the staff were not allowed to talk to each other whilst working. It 

was not clear from their recollections if the men and women were treated 

differently, but if Mr. Bôs memory of the rate of pay immediately post war is 

accurate then Rogers were not generous employers. He commented that the male 

apprentices had a week of paid holiday but the girls did not, this was despite 

legislation in 1938. In 1946 he joined Turnerôs (Figure 37) for an additional £1 

per week to work as a ófitter-upô, supplying machinists with bundles of work 

                                                           
3 Phillips, Life in the Colchester Clothingé, p 8. 

4 Phillips, Life iné, p 8. 
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having first checked they were complete. After his departure two girls were taken 

on to do the work previously handled by Mr. B, but they could not work fast 

enough to keep the operatives going. Mr. B moved on to Hollingtons in 

Colchester ópassing outô the goods and thence to their Coggeshall factory as 

manager, where he stayed for thirty years. Both husband and wife felt that most 

factories were reasonably ventilated and with good natural light from windows 

along one side of the building. Heating was provided by coke boilers. 

Like her husband Mrs. B moved from one factory to another within the town. 

She said that one could always get a job at Peaks as the foreman was unpopular 

and explained that Leanings was a family firm and that they were extremely well 

liked, describing Mr. Stanley Leaning as being ótoo nice reallyô. The manager 

there had been promoted from within and this was apparently the norm with 

lower management or supervisory staff generally moving up from the factory 

floor. Mrs. B said there was no chance of promotion for the female operatives but 

that there was certainly no harassment of any sort.  

Despite the machinists all commenting that they were badly paid, and several 

saying that the men earned better money, few joined the union when the 

opportunity arose. Perhaps this more than anything else underlines how different 

are the attitudes of their generation of working women from those of later years. 

It is unlikely today that any workforce, male or female, would not use the unions 

to fight for decent pay and conditions. There was clearly a considerable 

movement of factory staff between the various manufacturers in the town and 

advertisements frequently appeared in all the local papers, mostly for machinists. 

It was not unusual for staff to be poached. Clearly with so much traffic between 

the various firms the foremen and women would get to know who was likely to 

prove a reliable employee or a reasonable charge-hand. With such competition it 

is surprising that the workers remained badly paid for so long, unless of course, 

the firms had formed a cartel to control wages. It is surprising also that the trade 

unions were not more active. 

By 1952 Hollingtons staff worked from eight in the morning until five-thirty at 

night, still paid hourly or on piecework but now with two weeks paid holiday a 

year, consistent with other industries in the post war period. Several of the 

interviewees spoke of works outings to Yarmouth and other East Coast resorts 

and of company floats in the townôs Carnival.  

According to Mr. & Mrs. B three of the townôs clothing firms closed down 

within a short period: Turners, officially known as the Colchester Manufacturing 

Company, Leanings and Crowthers. Hollingtons survived longer but changed 

hands a number of times making it difficult to trace their progress; eventually 

there was a management buy-out which lasted for a few years but finally all 

manufacturing ceased. Phillips sums up the attitudes of the female workers in the 

Colchester clothing industry: 
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While our interviewees needed a paid job, they valued more the 

community spirit achieved within their departments ... at a time 

when gender stereotyping was so strong it was probably central to 

this sense of community that they were all women ... In this context 

the absence of strong trade unionism appears more a calculated 

decision on the machinistsô part and less a sign of industrial 

weakness. So long as the firm had work you had job security. If 

you fell out with management your skills would gain you a job 

elsewhere5.  

This is true of the attitudes of the women in most of the clothing trade towns. 

Ambition did not come into it, just to do a job well enough to earn as much as 

possible and be able to take a pride in the end result. Nearness to home, support 

and friendship with oneôs peers were much more important than climbing the 

ladder to greater success. 

In 1990 Hollingtons ceased manufacturing after their largest customer went 

into liquidation. Their Coggeshall site remained as a factory shop at least until 

2000, selling goods bought in from other firms; this was run by Don Hockley 

who was on the board of the firm during their manufacturing years. Mr. Hockley 

talked of whole families having worked for the company, much as in Haverhill 

and Norwich. With their closure in Colchester the last of the clothing workers of 

the town had to look elsewhere for employment. 

In 1928 S P Dobbs commented that the importance of East Anglia as a 

clothing manufacturing region had declined since the turn of the century. He 

claimed that Norwich was the leading centre for production of tropical wear6, and 

that approximately two thousand people were employed in the cityôs industry, 

Colchester had seventeen hundred and Ipswich sixteen hundred7. He does not 

mention Haverhill, though a greater proportion of this small townôs employable 

population were involved in the trade than in the larger towns. Surprisingly 

Dobbs claimed that at Hyams in Colchester men were employed as machinists8; 

other literature on the subject makes no mention of this, and apart from Mr Bôs 

recollection does not appear in the oral history work of the Colchester group.  

An enquiry held at the turn of the century had found that óIn certain country 

districts, especially round Colchester and round Bristol, extremely low earnings 

were revealedô9; Phillips work shows that by the early years of the twentieth 

century, pay in the town was comparable to other manufacturers in the region. At 

the time when Dobbsô book was written, many clothing firms in the region were 

                                                           
5 Phillips, Life iné, p 8. 
6 S P Dobbs, The Clothing Workers of Great Britain, (Routledge, 1928) p 36. 
7 Dobbs, Clothing Workers, p 67. 
8 ______ p 68. 
9 Dobbs, Clothing Workers, p 174. 
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making quantities of uniforms for the armed services and tropical gear for the 

colonial trade. Clearly in later years as former colonies developed their own 

industries British manufacturers lost business. Dobbs suggested that the rapid 

industrialization of the region might lead to labour shortages in future years10 and 

this inevitably happened, though not to any great extent until after 1945. After the 

1909 establishment of the Trade Boards, machinery for managing conditions of 

employment and pay were gradually introduced, though pay was not regulated 

until after 1914. The intention of such legislation was to overcome the appalling 

system of sweated labour which prevailed in many areas, particularly major 

centres such as London and Leeds. Despite their best efforts the Trade Boards 

could not overcome the problem of workers being laid off for slack periods which 

meant that the overall picture did not improve greatly. There were areas where 

unions were successfully established and then local negotiations could be more 

effective than national agreements, but in rural areas there was still little 

alternative work other than agriculture. Undoubtedly in these places many were 

still in a position of accepting what they did not have the power to change on the 

basis that any work, however badly paid, was better than unemployment. 

 

                                                           
10 ______Clothing Workers, p 83. 
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14. 

BRAINTREE AND BOCKING IN THE TWENTIETH 

CENTURY 

WARNERS 

In 1901 óThe Queenô magazine reported that óthe late lamented Duchess of Teckô 

had admired the goods produced by the silk weavers of Braintree and Spitalfields. 

As a direct result Warners were contracted to weave cloth for the Coronation 

robes of Edward VII in 1902, plus silks and silk velvets for other regalia for this 

important state function. Again in 1911 they wove silk for the coronation of 

George V. What better publicity could the new owners of the firm which was 

previously owned by Daniel Walters want than to produce goods for the two most 

important public occasions the country had seen for many years. Thus by the end 

of the first decade of the century Warners was well established in the town which 

housed one of the Courtaulds mills. William Folliott had remained chief designer 

and manager when the firm changed hands and the company built on his 

reputation and skill. Warner was clearly an astute businessman and now had the 

designer, goods and marketing skills needed to build the business successfully 

both at home and abroad. International trade fairs were still an important tool for 

publicity as well as for overseas sales and the firm exhibited at the Franco-British 

exhibition in 1908. They were award winners at the 1910 and 1911 Brussels and 

Turin Fairs and in 1913 and 1914 respectively they gained Diplomas in Ghent 

and Paris. Although Folliott and presumably other designers were used for the 

exclusive damask market, Warners contracted out both designs and weaving for 

their less expensive goods, ensuring that they had exclusivity for the designs they 

bought. Little has been said of their progress during the First World War but 

immediately after the conflict there were swings in fortune reminiscent of those 

over a hundred years earlier.  

In 1921 Frank Warnerôs son Cloudesley became a partner and at his instigation 

the firm invested in modern machinery and subsequently built their own dye 

house, employing a colour chemist. Cloudesley was instrumental in opening a 

Paris showroom but after a comparatively short time it became apparent that 

fluctuations in currency exchange rates made it impractical to maintain. In 1926 

the company acquired their silk printing works at Dartford in Kent and though 

there is no evidence of how successful it was, this ran until the outbreak of the 

Second World War. It may seem strange that they should combine with a print 

works on the other side of the Thames, but there do not appear to have been 

others that could have been geographically more convenient. This presumably is 



 

 

102 

 

the business subsequently occupied by the David Evans and Vanners 

amalgamated firm at Crayford, just south of Dartford.  

Cloudesley Warner died in 1928, still a young man and Ernest Goodale, his 

brother-in-law took over his role. A solicitor with no textile training, Goodale 

clearly possessed a considerable business brain and guided the firm through the 

years to come. During the 1930s Warners widened their role into production of 

furnishing textiles, continuing to buy in designs and employ young designers for 

the less costly fabrics with a wider appeal, thus ensuring the survival of the firm 

through the years of recession. In 1936 they advertised a range of over fifteen 

thousand fabrics1. During that time there was an explosion of house building 

evident now in the large estates of middle priced 1930s developments that can be 

seen in every town in the country; this must have fed demand for moderately 

priced furnishing fabrics.  

The company was affected by the outbreak of war in 1939 as were all other 

manufacturers, Goodale refers to their having acquired government contracts 

which took half of their production. Like Stephen Walters in Sudbury they wove 

quantities of parachute silk and hat bands for uniforms, and were also contracted 

to weave Utility furnishing fabrics. Thus they were able to survive the war, 

possibly or probably with a reduced work force due to employees joining the 

services, but at least continuing with their own production as well as fulfilling 

wartime contracts. 

After 1945 Warners enlarged their household textile output. Again they were 

wise to realize the importance of good design (Figure 39) and retained the 

services of Marianne Straub, an Austrian designer who had worked in this 

country during the inter-war years and established an outstanding reputation. 

Straub continued to produce work for Warnerôs for many years and undoubtedly 

helped them not only to retain their position in the industry but to build on it. The 

production of hand and power loomed fabrics continued at Braintree in the post 

war years with the firm employing about a hundred and twenty people on power 

looms and a dozen or so on hand looms. (Figure 40) 

                                                           
1 Hester Berry, A Choice of Design, (Ilford, Warner Bros., 1981) p 62. 
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Figure 39: Mr G Watson at Warners in Braintree, weaving for Buckingham 

Palace, 1948. Courtesy of Braintree Museum Trust. 
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Figure 40: Warners, Mrs Calver weaving purple velvet for Coronation Robes, 

1953. Courtesy of Braintree Museum Trust. 

During the 1950s and 60s three directors of Warners died within a short space 

of time, including Alec Hunter, by then their leading designer. Goodale wrote that 

óin March 1966 Warnerôs Board of Directors decided to form a wholly-owned 

subsidiary company to take over the factory at Braintree. óOne reason for this was 

the growing volume of work being carried out at the factory for other 

wholesalersô2. One might expect that this meant the unit was busy and successful, 

but fashions in household textiles change as much as for apparel and the 1960s 

saw a decline in the market for woven designs as the market for printed goods 

increased. The Braintree site was used exclusively for woven designs and in 1971 

Warners closed their operation in the town. Richard Humphries who was a young 

apprentice designer in Braintree at the time, commented that all the equipment 

was extremely old, the newest they had was over twenty years old and had been 

bought second hand. The firm needed major investment and young and 

innovative leaders to energize it, they were employing only about sixty people in 

the town by this time and eleven of those were designers. In 1971 when they 

moved their entire operation to Milton Keynes the Braintree factory closed. The 

local authority in the new town made it attractive for businesses to relocate there 

and if Warners were to grow again successfully as manufacturers they needed a 

modern site and access to a young workforce. Some of the hand-looms and 

jacquard cards from Braintree were acquired by Richard Humphries who 

                                                           
2 Sir Ernest William Goodale, Weaving and the Warners, 1870/1970, (Leigh-on-Sea, F 

Lewis, 1971) p 52. 
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subsequently established his supremacy in the niche market for high quality hand 

woven textiles for stately homes in need of refurbishment. This continued until 

the end of the twentieth century when the Working Silk Mill finally closed down. 

Since then the site has been acquired as a permanent home for Warnersô design 

archive. 
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15. 

COURTAULD IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY - 

CONTINUED GROWTH & DEPARTURE 

By the end of the nineteenth century the mourning crape business showed signs 

of decline. If the twentieth century was to be as successful as during their best 

years then Courtaulds must find alternatives. The silk market had always been 

volatile and manufacturers were repeatedly held to ransom by the Chinese who, 

as the main producers of the raw material, could dictate prices. In addition 

imports had been affected at various times by the international political situation. 

These combined problems made it difficult and at times impossible for silk 

manufacturers to keep business stable, regardless of astute deals and customer 

demand. Courtaulds may well have been aware also that with increased 

industrialization and more women working and earning, there would be a 

growing market for less expensive fabrics both in made up garments and in 

running yardage. There had been various attempts to produce an óartificialô fibre 

in the last years of the nineteenth century and Courtaulds had reportedly been 

negotiating with Count Chardonnet in France, the first person to produce a man-

made fibre in the 1880s, but this came to nothing and the Frenchmanôs business 

failed without ever making its mark.  

At the turn of the century Cross and Bevan, a small partnership of two 

chemists, based at Kew in Surrey, were experimenting to make filaments for light 

bulbs for the new electricity market. Working with cotton waste and wood pulp 

they found that they could produce a viscous mixture which could be extruded 

through a spinneret, (a fine sieve like construction) to make a continuous fibre 

which could then be woven1. They took the precaution of patenting their process. 

Concurrently Topham and Stearn had been working to produce óartificialô fibres 

and there was some joint work by the two teams. Sadly for the chemists but 

fortunately for Courtaulds, the researchers ran out of money and in order to carry 

on with their work sold the patent to Courtaulds in 1904, and a year later the 

laboratory was relocated to Coventry from Kew2. This was to provide better 

premises and brought the chemists under close supervision from the company. 

There must have been many teething problems with the new yarn and successful 

development would not have been possible if the company had not been prepared 

to pour money into the project. However, it is clear that Courtaulds were reactive 

rather than proactive in these early stages, only buying in when they knew that it 

was possible to produce a weavable fibre which might substitute for the 

                                                           
1 Edwin Beer, The Beginning of Rayon, (Phoebe Beer, Paington, Devon, 1962) pp 37-60. 
2 C H Ward-Jackson, A History of Courtaulds, Private Publication, 1941) p 75. 
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expensive naturals if properly developed. It must be wondered if it was co-

incidence that it was also in 1904 Courtaulds was registered as a public company.  

 By 1908 viscose mixtures were in production for lining fabrics and a year 

later the company established their American subsidiary. By 1914 textiles of a 

hundred per cent viscose yarns were being made on both sides of the Atlantic and 

were in use for a variety of purposes including woven linings and knits. Doubtless 

the outbreak of war in 1914 slowed progress and it was not until the early 1920s 

that Viscose Rayon became an important fabric for both the clothing and 

household textiles markets. The results of war led to great changes in the role of 

women both in the family and in society, the loss of so many men meant that 

many more women remained single and had to be totally self-sufficient. Unlike 

previous generations whose earnings went into the family purse incomes were 

their own to use as they wished. This led to increased buying power, hence the 

market for textiles sold to the dress trade and running yardage for home 

dressmaking retailers grew rapidly. Womenôs work became vital to the survival 

of industry during the war, not only in filling the munitions factories, but 

replacing men in areas where previously women would have been unacceptable. 

With the end of the war in 1918, it became obvious that womenôs role had 

changed for good with working women creating an increased demand for 

comparatively inexpensive clothing. Dress manufacturers and retailers supplying 

fabric by the yard sought to fill the need for a real substitute for expensive silk at 

an affordable price. Thus the development and growth of man-made textiles came 

at just the right time.  
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Figure 41: Courtaulds advertising their fabrics in the early 1920s. Courtesy of 

Braintree Museum Trust. 
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The initial marketing of viscose yarn and fabric was under the name of 

óArtificial Silkô, the word rayon first appeared in the USA in about 1925, though 

where or how it originated is unknown. Rayon became a generic term covering all 

the early man-made cellulose fibres. Despite the new designation it was the label 

óArtificial Silkô which continued to appeal to the mass market and the advertisers 

exploited it to the full. (Figure 41) The new fibre was versatile: it could be used 

as continuous filament or cut into staple lengths such as found in all natural fibres 

except silk: it could be woven and knitted, produced in various weights and 

surface textures: it dyed well and since it was cellulose, was comfortable to wear. 

Despite all this it could never achieve the luxurious feel of pure silk and for the 

garment trade the tendency to both crease and fray created production problems. 

Nonetheless it was the first break through into non-natural textiles and as such 

formed a bridge between the natural fibres of wool, cotton, linen and silk and the 

invention in the 1930s of true synthetics such as nylon (polyamide) and 

polyesters. óArtificial Silkô sold in quantities previously thought impossible: H.P. 

Curtis, wrote: 

It has been said that women use much less material than they did 

twenty years ago. This is by no means true - they use much more 

today than they ever did. A frock today may be made of less 

material, but the average woman wears many more dresses than 

formerly. Artificial Silk mixtures have made this possible - they are 

cheaper than silk, and two dresses can be purchased with less 

money than one all silk. Women do not require any one dress to 

last more than a few weeks or months because fashion changes so 

quickly ... In April 1927 twenty two million yards of 

cotton/artificial silk mixed piece goods were shipped abroad3. 

By 1928 Courtauld employed over 20,000 people in the United Kingdom, 

many in their Essex factories making viscose, and more in their American 

subsidiaries. A local paper in 1950 claimed that by 1921 the firm had twenty 

factories in operation4. Their American Viscose Corporation, (AVC) was 

responsible for an average forty per cent of Courtauldôs gross profit for the years 

1929 and 19305, and approximately half their factory units were on that side of 

the Atlantic. Throughout the 1920s and 30s clothing manufacturers advertised a 

growing variety of garments made from óRayonô - underwear, dresses, blouses 

and running yardage were shown in fashion and trade magazines. The yarn was 

                                                           
3 Artificial Silk and its Effects on Fabric Demand, (The Textile Educator, ed. E J Mills, 

1929) p 969. 
4 Essex Weekly News 6th October, 1950. 
5 D C Coleman, Courtaulds, An Economic and Social History, (Oxford University Press, 3, 

1980) p 39. 
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used extensively in furnishing fabrics, cutting costs there as much as for the 

garment industry and just as importantly to the trade for, as with clothing, 

families of limited means were showing increasing interest in decorating their 

homes prettily and inexpensively. Womenôs magazines of the period show nearly 

as many articles on use of soft furnishing as they do on clothing. Mowat wrote: 

What was not lost was the new freedom conferred by a relaxing of 

older conventions and a use of new materials, above all rayon. ... 

Rayon stockings, lighter in shade and weight than the older wool or 

cotton stockings were an important innovation of the early 

twenties. The new styles and materials assisted another change. The 

war had blurred class distinctions; and now dress tended to 

minimize rather than emphasize such distinctions6.  

The impact of the new fibre on all aspects of business connected with textiles 

was truly immeasurable and there is little doubt that without its discovery the 

development of real synthetics would have been much delayed. 

Like most of the other firms in East Anglia the Second World War saw 

Courtaulds heavily involved in production for war use, presumably parachute silk 

and nylon as well as uniform fabrics. By 1944 over sixty per cent of production 

from Halstead and Braintree, Leigh in Lancashire and Halifax in Yorkshire was 

for war purposes and thirty per cent for the Utility market. 

In the inter-war years Courtaulds were aware of the need to modernize the 

textile factories in this country and in 1944 they wrote to Hugh Dalton, then 

President of the Board of Trade, pointing out that prior to the war, Britain had the 

lowest percentage of automatic looms of all the textile producing countries. 

Whether this referred only to the developed world or included India and others of 

the (then) colonies which produced cloth is unclear. Post-war the firm was still 

complaining that production was restricted by inability to import sufficient 

modern looms and that such equipment was not made to a sufficiently high 

standard in Britain. In 1954 they were still requesting that the Board of Trade 

allow them to completely re-equip the Halstead factory.  

A major blow to Courtauldôs international ambitions and one which would 

have destroyed many firms, was the system negotiated by the British Government 

with the USA to repay funds borrowed from America to finance the war in 

Europe during the years before America joined the conflict. Some British 

companies with factories in the States were obliged to hand them over to help 

meet the debt thus accrued, and most of Courtauldôs American assets were lost in 

this deal. This must have made modernization of the Essex plants a matter of 

even greater urgency. Despite such a vicious blow to the company, in decimating 

                                                           
6 Charles Lock Mowat, Britain Between the Wars, (Chicago, University Press, 1955) p 

212. 
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their capital, profits and the amount of goods they were able to produce, a local 

newspaper in 1947 was extolling their success: 

It was in North Essex that Courtauldôs business was founded. In 

1816 at Panfield Lane, Bocking, Samuel Courtauld set up his 

premises midway between the great silk centres of Norwich and 

London. ... From 1906 Courtauldôs earliest Viscose Rayon yarn 

was woven, dyed and finished into dress and furnishing fabrics, 

linings and shirtings. Local men and women, whose ancestors had 

made the ancient Bays (Baize) cloth ... applied their traditional 

weaving skills to creating new techniques for using a revolutionary 

textile fibre ... Today at Braintree rayon is processed, woven and 

knitted. At Bocking fabrics are dyed and finished and furnishings 

and other fabrics are woven at Halstead. ... Out of a total of over 

20,000 employed by Courtaulds in the United Kingdom the 

companyôs Essex mills employ 1600 people in regular work and 

approximately half as many more women than men. ... There is an 

urgent need for many more employees than this if these three mills 

in North Essex are to fulfill their share of the worldôs demands for 

British rayon7. 

In October 1950 an article noted that the Braintree Mill, built in 1910 was to 

be demolished and new premises built on the site to óassist the development of the 

firmôs already world-wide industrial ramifications ... óThousands of Braintree 

weavers and other work people, men, women and children have learned their 

trade and prospered as they have passed to pensionable age through the Old 

Millô8. During the depression of the early 1930s Braintree had over two thousand 

of its working population out of work, but soon after the Second World War the 

Courtauld textile mills were unable to find enough locals to fulfill the growing 

demand for goods from their Essex factories and had to import staff from other 

parts of the country. (Figure 42) How quickly the situation changes, it was a 

similar time scale to the closure of all three Essex mills and the loss of 

employment for many who had worked in Halstead, Braintree and Bocking for 

the whole of their working lives. In the latter part of the twentieth century the 

only reminders of the firmôs long history is in street names and the social 

facilities such as hospitals which Samuel funded during their early Essex years. 

(For a full account of the Courtauld factories in Essex the reader should refer to D 

C Colemanôs volumes óCourtauld, An Economic and Social History). 

                                                           
7 The Observer, 25th May 1947. 
8 Essex Weekly News, 6th October 1950. 
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Figure 42: 1960s advertisement for Lister Courtelle (Courtaulds). Courtesy of 

Braintree Museum Trust. 
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16. 

EARLY HAVERHILL  

The Gurteen family firm family has been present in Haverhill for over two 

hundred years; originally weavers of fustians and checks, in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, while continuing textile weaving they became major 

manufacturers of ready-made menôs clothing. It was the presence of this 

entrepreneurial family and the employment they provided which led to the growth 

of the population and the town. 

Haverhill is in Suffolk but perched on the borders of both Essex and 

Cambridgeshire. Previously little bigger than a modern day village, from the mid-

nineteenth century and for nearly a hundred years, the town was home to one of 

the most important textile and clothing manufacturers in the country. Looking at 

the geographic location one must wonder how and why such a business 

developed in so rural an area. Sitting astride the old Roman road from Cambridge 

to Colchester the townôs location was a perfect position for sending goods 

outwards to the ports of the Eastern Counties for export and west to Cambridge 

for onward road transport to London. Perhaps this encouraged growth from a 

small cottage based industry to a large factory employing most of the townôs 

population. Even in the late eighteenth century there were daily coach services 

through Haverhill to London, Cambridge and Colchester, a lot of public transport 

which might suggest that, though small, Haverhillôs business life attracted 

visitors; it was probably also a necessary staging post for changing horses. 

Like its neighbouring towns to the east, Haverhill was dependent on the textile 

industry and agriculture for its livelihood for most of the last four centuries. 

Although methods of production and types of goods made evolved with the years, 

this situation did not change radically until after 1945 when the town became an 

overspill development for people from the East End of London, many of whom 

had been displaced by wartime bombing. At that time it was government policy to 

prevent over expansion in London and the south east and to encourage businesses 

to move to other regions. East Anglia, with its lack of industry was perhaps an 

obvious area for development.  

Local directories tell us that in the early eighteenth century the population was 

1,600; a hundred years later this had increased only to 2000. Wool and hemp 

were both produced locally and as the Gurteen family were farmers in the area it 

is possible that they were able to supply some of their own raw materials. 

Although Haverhill has grown in recent years it is still surrounded by farmland. 

Gurteen company records show that in the early nineteenth century they used a 

number of local carriers to transport packages to customers. The eastern end of 

Haverhillôs High Street is in Essex and A F J Brownôs work shows that 
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improvements to roads and ports assisted in the shifting of goods to and from 

businesses within the region as well as moving agricultural items:  

The Countyôs transport system developed almost step by step with 

its changing economy ... The turnpike trust network (of roads) was 

designed mainly to improve access to London markets and the 

turnpiked cross-country roads from Braintree and Chelmsford to 

Maldon were also designed to facilitate the transport of agricultural 

produce to that port for carriage by sea to the Thames ... Major and 

minor improvements were also made at ports and wharves along 

the whole Essex coastline1. 

Brown emphasizes the increase in the number of private stage coaches and 

wagons brought into operation in response to the development of better road 

systems2 and the importance of Colchester as a vital point in local economy prior 

to the advent of rail transport, commenting that óin one week in 1844 five vessels 

brought to Colchester general goods from London, ... two sailed with grain and 

flour to London and two to Gooleô3. The evidence shown in Brownôs work, taken 

in conjunction with that of Gordon Jacksonôs research on the port of Hull shows 

that in the eighteenth century, the Yorkshire port received regular coasters from 

ports all along the East Anglian coast, all of which carried mixed cargoes, 

including quantities of woollen and other textile goods which were then shipped 

to northern Europe4 .  

Research into the origins of the Gurteen family shows that they moved from 

nearby Clare around the end of the seventeenth century, (at that time the name 

was usually spelt Gurton). The Suffolk County Record office houses an 

apprenticeship indenture dated 1664, showing that Daniel, son of John Gurton of 

Clare, was apprenticed to a basket maker in the town5. The family was thought to 

be of Huguenot origin and to have settled in the area when so many Protestants 

fled from Northern France and the Low Countries after the revocation of the 

Edict of Nantes in 1684. The presence of the Gurteens in Clare, only a few miles 

from Haverhill, some twenty years earlier must discount this, though it does not 

exclude the possibility of their having Huguenot ancestry. Most early records of 

Haverhill were lost in 1665 when a fire destroyed much of the town centre, 

including the Parish Church where the parish registers were housed, making it 

impossible to trace the family before that time.  

                                                           
1 A F J Brown, Rural Essex, (Essex Record Office, 1996) p 37. 
2 Brown, Rural Essex, pp 48-49. 
3 A F J Brown, Colchester 1815-1914, (Essex Record Office, 1980) p 15. 
4 Gordon Jackson, Hull in the Eighteenth Century, (University of Hull, 1972) pp 346-7. 
5 Suffolk County Records Office, H501/7/728. 
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A nineteenth century writer supports the tradition that the weaving trade was 

first established in the town by Flemings escaping religious persecution after 

1684, and by the Quaker community at about the same time. Certainly the 

Duddery, used as the trading centre was there during the eighteenth century; 

goods produced were described: 

The early manufacture was linsey-wool, a coarse article of home-

spun linen and woollen cloth ... The name óDudderyô indicates the 

site of a woollen store or factory. It is elsewhere applied to certain 

parts of ancient fairs devoted to the sale of woollens and the term 

óDudô in some northern counties means a woollen rag to this day. It 

is further known that a colony of Quaker weavers surrounded that 

part now known as the Duddery, and hence it may be inferred that 

it was the seat or centre of early manufacture6. 

Defoe refers to a óDudderyô in his description of Stourbridge fair, just outside 

Cambridge, as the centre for wool trading at this major annual event where 

traders from all over Europe met to do business7. The Haverhill Duddery was in 

the town centre and directly on the main road where the coaches and carriers 

travelling to and from the coast, Cambridge and London all passed; this was 

where the master weavers of the town sold their goods and possibly bought raw 

materials. In the nineteenth century Daniel Gurteen IV made his home, still called 

the Duddery, in the original wool hall. Local historian, Patrick Crouch notes a 

Thomas Baskerville passed through Haverhill in 1662 and commented that the 

population was busy with: óthe making of fustian and dimity is here a great 

tradeô8. (The reference here to dimity is surprising since this sheer, lightweight 

fabric is only known to have been made from cotton since the beginning of the 

eighteenth century, one must wonder if there was a forerunner in fine linen or 

wool). 

Many Quakers dwelt in this part of East Anglia and most were involved in the 

textile trades. The bouts of persecution suffered by members of religious 

minorities possibly led to a preference for occupations which, if they were forced 

to move, could be practiced anywhere regardless of language and geographic 

position, not dissimilar to the work chosen by the itinerant Jewish communities in 

Europe during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The presence of a Quaker 

(Society of Friends) settlement in Haverhill is supported by the name of Quakerôs 

                                                           
6 Gurteen Company Archive, 19/45, Cramptonôs Haverhill Almanac, (1894) p 22. 
7 Daniel Defoe, A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain, (Exeter, Webb & 

Bower, The Promotional Reprint Company, 1992) pp 33-4. 
8 Patrick Crouch, How Important Was Haverhill, (Haverhill History Society Journal, 1997) 

p 13. 
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Lane which runs along the side of the Gurteen factory site and is confirmed in the 

history of the Society of Friends in the town during the 1660s and 70s: 

Robert Dawkins (also spelt Darkin) Parish Officer, and Elias 

Dowty, an informer, came to meetings regularly on first and fourth 

days of the week and took names of those present ... They informed 

Gervas Elways JP who issued distress warrants so often that whole 

estates were taken ... from another for a fine of 10s they took yarn 

worth 18L (£) ... and when they made spoil of a poor weavers 

goods, they brake his loom in pieces with the work in it, the only 

means he had to get bread for himself, his sick wife and a young 

child. The distresses taken in a few months time were of the 

following values. From Robert Sharpley, Anthony Appleby and 

Daniel Grindley, John Salmon, Giles Barnardiston and William 

Reynolds, Thomas Hall, John Edwards and John Bird, Thomas 

Evans, George Evans and Richard Power total of £261.19.0 ... (and 

in 1675) Taken by Distress for religious meetings, George Evans, 

working tools and other goods - £4; Daniel Catlin, wool weavers 

tools and utensils - £2; ... Daniel Grindley - Fustian worth £27; ... 

George Evans, Robert Sharp, Daniel Catlin and Daniel Grindley, all 

of Haverhill were committed to Bury (St. Edmunds) gaol for 

refusing to pay 2s.6d towards the Steeple House rate9. (Parish 

Church) 

Darkin was a weaver, documents in the Gurteen archive show that he bought, 

sold and let business property in the town regularly and was heavily involved in 

local affairs, all of which suggest he was a fairly successful businessman. That his 

affluence was the result of trade alone it is not possible to verify but his 

persecution of the Quakers may well have been due as much to business rivalry as 

it was to religious beliefs. The ñOfficial Guide to the Borough of St. 

Edmundsburyò quotes an unnamed author, writing of Haverhill: óBy the middle 

of the 1700s a traveller had noted that every cottage brought forth a clatter as the 

workers applied themselves to their loomsô10. 

A 1958 article in a local paper claimed that a 1625 inventory of the town listed 

a Guildhall, a óPrentice Hall, Chantry House, Daybell House and Alms Houses11. 

(It has been impossible thus far to establish the meaning of a Daybell house). 

Property conveyances in the Gurteen archive show something of the townôs 

weaving trade. The earliest of these, dated 1667, refers to a property transfer 

                                                           
9 J Besse, The Suffering of a People Called Quakers,1, (un-named publisher, 1670) pp 

674-678. 
10 Borough of St. Edmundsbury, Official Guide, p 75. 
11South West Suffolk Echo, (27th December, 1958) p 6.  
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between Robert Darkin and William Argent, both woollen drapers12. Of the 

hundred and thirty surviving documents covering the period from 1667 to 1890 

sixteen give the occupations of those named, eleven are described as fustian 

weavers, two are referred to as woollen drapers, and one a silk weaver. (Fustian 

was originally made in single yarns or in mixes of wool, linen and hemp, later it 

was of cotton or wool with a linen warp, customarily used to make workmenôs 

smock-frocks.)  

The first conveyance referring to Daniel Gurteen, whose family was to be 

instrumental in the townôs development, is an 1808 indenture referring to a 

property transaction with John Webb; both men were weavers; Webbôs daughter 

Grace married Daniel Gurteen II. They were the parents of Daniel III who began 

the expansion of the firm. During the nineteenth century many of the properties in 

the conveyances were bought by the Gurteen family, either for their business 

premises or for renting as dwellings to their employees. 

This then is some of the background to the textile trade of the town, but how 

did it develop so successfully in Haverhill during the nineteenth century when so 

much of the production of textiles and clothing for which East Anglia was known 

disappeared or went to other parts of England? 

 

 

                                                           
12 GCA, Conveyance, 1/30. 
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17. 

NINETEENTH CENTURY HAVERHILL  

Those were the days of the smock frock, a worn and shabby one for 

every day, a better one of a softish greenish hue for Sundays. This 

in its time descended to weekday wear and very likely to another 

and a third generation. The smock was a comprehensive garment 

that reached below the knees, the farm labourers lower extremities 

being encased on Sundays in short brown leather buskins which 

met the hem of the smock. To work he wore cord or fustian 

breeches, hitched up in the legs to the point of comfort by a leather 

strap worn garter wise, just below the knee1. (Figure 43) 

 

 
Figure 43: Gurteens, early 19th century linen smock-frock. Photograph by 

Norman Brand 

                                                           
1 Essex Review, (1900) p 245. 






























































































































































































































