
 

MADE IN EAST ANGLIA 

A History of the Regionõs Textile & Menswear Industries 

 

GILLIAN HOLMAN  



 

 

i 

 

PASOLD RESOURCES IN TEXTILE HISTORY, 1 

 

Made in East Anglia  



 

 

ii  

 

 

 

 

MADE IN EAST ANGLIA 
A History of the Regionôs Textile & Menswear 

Industries 
 

 

 

 

 

 

GILLIAN HOLMAN  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Published by the Pasold Research Fund 

2015 



 

 

iii  

 

Copyright 2015 by Gillian Holman. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, translated, 

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, 

electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior 

written permission from the Pasold Research Fund. 

 

Authorization to photocopy items for internal or personal use is granted by the 

Pasold Research Fund www.pasold.co.uk and the Author. 

Fees are subject to change. 



 

 

i 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Acknowledgements i 

List of Figures ii  

Preface vi 

Introduction x 

Origins of the Trade x 

PART ONE  

Socio-Economic Factors in the Nineteenth Century 2 

Growth of the Ready to Wear Industry 11 

Early and Nineteenth Century Norwich 16 

Sudbury 26 

Glemsford & Long Melford 33 

Early and Nineteenth Century Colchester & Coggleshall 39 

Braintree and Bocking 46 

The Development of Courtaulds in Braintree 49 

Socio-Economic factors in the Twentieth Century 59 

Norwich in the Twentieth Century 61 

Sudbury in the Twentieth Century 71 

Glemsford and Long Melford in the Twentieth Century 85 

Colchester and Coggeshall in the Twentieth Century 91 

Braintree and Bocking in the Twentieth Century 101 



 

 

ii  

 

Courtauld in the Twentieth Century - Continued Growth & Departure 106 

PART TWO  

Early Haverhill 114 

Nineteenth Century Haverhill 119 

Development of Gurteens 135 

Growth & Diversification 140 

Twentieth Century Haverhill 153 

Factory Life Recalled 178 

Promotions 191 

Sales & Marketing 208 

Time for Change 217 

 

Conclusions 225 

Select Bibliography 229 

 

 



 

 

i 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

My thanks are due to many people for their help in this work. First to Christopher 

Gurteen and his cousin Jack Smart whose company history stimulated my interest 

in the regionôs textile and clothing background. To the late Peter Walters, to 

David Harmer, Brian Whittaker and the former manager of the Gainsborough Silk 

Mill in Sudbury for allowing access to their records and for answering my many 

questions. To Andrew Phillips, formerly of the Colchester Institute, who set up 

the Colchester recalled project and permitted me to use recordings from that study 

and then supplied photographs to me. The demise of all the firms in Colchester 

would have been extremely difficult to research without his help. I am indebted to 

the librarians and other staff at libraries and County Record Offices for their 

unfailing helpfulness and courtesy in supplying information, particularly to 

Martin Everett, former librarian of Saffron Walden library whose enthusiasm was 

always encouraging. Last but not least to all those former employees of Gurteen 

who gave their time to talk to me, (sadly most of whom are no longer with us) the 

work would be incomplete without memories of their working lives. 

Through many personal problems which arose during the years when I tried to 

write up my studies into a coherent whole, the support of my former tutor, Tony 

Kirby was invaluable. To Professor Richard Wilson, my thanks for his patient 

editing, and to Giorgio Riello of the University of Warwick, my thanks for his 

patience and encouragement. 

Finally to my late husband Mike, whose own work in supplying textiles to the 

menôs neckwear trade inspired my interest and desire to know more of the menôs 

clothing industry, my love and thanks, and to Ivor who persuaded me to return to 

my work after a long period of time, my love and thanks. 

 

Gillian Holman, January 2015 

  



 

 

ii  

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

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

1862. Courtesy of Norfolk Museum Services. 19 

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

Courtesy of University of East Anglia, Centre for East Anglian Studies. 20 

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

From the Authorôs own collection. 22 

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

France. From the Authorôs own collection. 23 

Figure 5: Hollingtonôs Mill in Coggeshall. Courtesy of Colchester Museum. 42 

Figure 6: Bocking Mill, date unknown. Courtesy of Braintree Museum Trust.

 50 

Figure 7: 1859 Courtaulds female operatives with male overseer. Courtesy of 

Braintree Museum Trust. 52 

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. 53 

Figure 9: Courtaulds, Rules pertaining to safety and dress. Taken from C J 

Ward-Jacksonôs óHistory of Courtauldsô. 55 

Figure 10: Courtaulds Mourning crepe surface designs, late 19th century. 

Taken from C J Ward-Jacksonôs óHistory of Courtauldsô. 57 

Figure 11: F W Harmer. Courtesy of Norfolk County Council Library & 

Information Service. 61 

Figure 12: Advertisement for Harmerôs Ladies wear, circa 1926. Courtesy of 

Norfolk County Council Library & Information Service. 63 

Figure 13: Harmerôs female factory operatives during WWII. Courtesy of 

Norfolk County Council Library & Information Service. 65 

Figure 14: Bombing of Harmerôs factory during WWII. Courtesy of Norfolk 

County Council Library & Information Service. 66 

Figure 15: Harmerôs old factory chimney is demolished, early 1950s. Courtesy 

of Norfolk County Council Library & Information Service. 66 

Figure 16: Harmerôs new factory site, 1950s. Courtesy of Norfolk County 

Council Library & Information Service. 67 

Figure 17: Harmers, marking out a garment pattern using modern machinery, 

1950s. Courtesy of Norfolk County Council Library & Information Service. 67 



 

 

iii  

 

Figure 18: Cartoon advertisement for Harmers, late 1950s/60s. Courtesy of 

Norfolk County Council Library & Information Service. 68 

Figure 19: Fennells in Sudbury, scraping umbrella fabric. Courtesy of Sudbury 

Museum Trust. 72 

Figure 20: Warping machinery at Fennell brothers in Sudbury. Undated. 

Courtesy of Sudbury Museum Trust. 73 

Figure 21: Reginald Warner at work in the early years of Gainsborough silks. 

Courtesy of Sudbury Museum Trust. 74 

Figure 22: Gainsborough, male employees, 1926. Courtesy of Sudbury 

Museum Trust. 76 

Figure 23: Gainsborough, female employees, 1926. Courtesy of Sudbury 

Museum Trust. 76 

Figure 24: Damask weaving at Gainsborough Silks, late 1950s. Courtesy of 

Sudbury Museum Trust. 77 

Figure 25: Gainsboroughôs jacquard silk damask, 1950s. Courtesy of Sudbury 

Museum Trust. 78 

Figure 26: Stephen Walters, winding room in Cornard Road. Courtesy of 

Sudbury Museum Trust. 80 

Figure 27: Silk throwing at Stephen Walters, probably early 1950s. Courtesy 

of Sudbury Museum Trust. 80 

Figure 28: Bobbin winding at Stephen Walters, 1953. Courtesy of Sudbury 

Museum Trust. 81 

Figure 29: 1946 Staff photograph at Stephen Walters, Peter Walters 8th from 

right, front row. Courtesy of Sudbury Museum Trust. 82 

Figure 30: Arnold & Gould horsehair factory in Glemsford. Courtesy of Brian 

Whittaker. 86 

Figure 31: Mat making in Sudbury or Glemsford. Courtesy of Sudbury 

Museum Trust. 86 

Figure 32: Arnold & Gould, horsehair straightening, circa 1960. Courtesy of 

Brian Whittaker. 88 

Figure 33: Arnold & Gould, horsehair bunching, circa 1960. Courtesy of Brian 

Whittaker. 89 

Figure 34: Checking length of horsehair and trimming, circa 1960. Courtesy of 

Brian Whittaker. 90 

Figure 35: Crowthers of Colchester, branch workshop in Rowhedge Village, 

dated 1915 but probably a little earlier. Courtesy of Andrew Phillips. 92 



 

 

iv 

 

Figure 36: The óspecialsô room at Crowthers in Colchester, 1916. Probably 

their bespoke tailoring unit. Courtesy of Andrew Phillips. 92 

Figure 37: Turners (The Colchester Manufacturing Company), machinists at 

work, 1930s. Courtesy of Andrew Phillips. 93 

Figure 38: Crowthers, machinists workroom, circa 1943. Courtesy of Andrew 

Phillips. 94 

Figure 39: Mr G Watson at Warners in Braintree, weaving for Buckingham 

Palace, 1948. Courtesy of Braintree Museum Trust. 103 

Figure 40: Warners, Mrs Calver weaving purple velvet for Coronation Robes, 

1953. Courtesy of Braintree Museum Trust. 104 

Figure 41: Courtaulds advertising their fabrics in the early 1920s. Courtesy of 

Braintree Museum Trust. 108 

Figure 42: 1960s advertisement for Lister Courtelle (Courtaulds). Courtesy of 

Braintree Museum Trust. 112 

Figure 43: Gurteens, early 19th century linen smock-frock. Photograph by 

Norman Brand 119 

Figure 44: Haverhill Token Coins, late 18th century. Photograph by Norman 

Brand, 127 

Figure 45: Daniel Gurteenôs business card, 1860s. Photograph by Norman 

Brand, 129 

Figure 46: 1862, drawing of Gurteen new factory. Photograph by Norman 

Brand, 130 

Figure 47: Gurteens machinists at work, 1881. Photograph by Norman Brand, 

Courtesy of Gurteens. 132 

Figure 48: Early sewing machine in the Gurteen museum, possibly for glove-

making. Photograph by Norman Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 141 

Figure 49: Huckaback towelling with patterned border. Photograph by Norman 

Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 142 

Figure 50: Haircloth for interlinings. Photograph by Norman Brand, Courtesy 

of Gurteens. 143 

Figure 51: The first group of mat-makers at Gurteens. Photograph by Norman 

Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 148 

Figure 52: Boys corduroy suit, circa 1910. Photograph by Norman Brand, 

Courtesy of Gurteens. 154 

Figure 53: 1910 Overcoat price list. Photograph by Norman Brand, Courtesy 

of Gurteens. 154 



 

 

v 

 

Figure 54: Gurteens stand at the Brussels International Exhibition, 1910. 

Photograph by Norman Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 155 

Figure 55: 1911, Turin International Exhibition, Gold medal citation. 

Photograph by Norman Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 156 

Figure 56: Trade Show Display, circa 1912. Photograph by Norman Brand, 

Courtesy of Gurteens. 156 

Figure 57: WWI, Army uniform in Gurteen Museum. Photograph by Norman 

Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 159 

Figure 58: Travellersô pattern book with garment illustrations, circa 1910. 

Photograph by Norman Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 162 

Figure 59: Outside the Counting house, early 20th century. Photograph by 

Norman Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 165 

Figure 60: Early 20th century riding breeches in Bedford cord. Photograph by 

Norman Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 166 

Figure 61: Fly fronted, high backed trouser in mid-20th century. Photograph 

by Norman Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 168 

Figure 62: 1950s advertisement for workwear. Photograph by Norman Brand, 

Courtesy of Gurteens. 169 

Figure 63: Metal templates for glove cutting, 1920s. Photograph by Norman 

Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 171 

Figure 64: 1930s, machinists at work. Photograph by Norman Brand, Courtesy 

of Gurteens. 172 

Figure 65: Bill Gurteenôs notebook, compiled whilst training, 1920s/1930s. 

Photograph by Norman Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 173 

Figure 66: Utility mark on huckaback towelling, WWII. Photograph by 

Norman Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 175 

Figure 67: Hand held seam flattener for corduroys. Photograph by Norman 

Brand, Courtesy of Gurteens. 194 

Figure 68: The Skip makers shop in Haverhill Square. Photograph by Norman 

Brand. Courtesy of Gurteens. 198 

 

 
  



 

 

vi 

 

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. 



 

 

5 

 

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. 
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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. 



 

 

13 

 

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. 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































