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Abstract  
 

The hand knitting ‘industry’ of Norwich in the later sixteenth century. 

(Dissertation successfully submitted in partial fulfilment for the degree of MSc in English 

Local History, University of Oxford; September 2019.)  

This dissertation considers the social and economic aspects of the hand knitting ‘industry’ in 

Norwich in the later sixteenth century, especially in the 1570s and 1580s.  Although knitted 

items were available before this period, they now became much more common, especially 

stockings (also known as hose).  It has been estimated that production of stockings alone 

occupied at least 90,000 knitters in England.  

The purpose of this dissertation is to increase understanding of this important 

domestic industry, and to understand its workings in relation to a specific place.  There is 

evidence that knitted items were being produced in Norwich in quantity by the 1570s.  

Virtually all the items that are known to have been produced in Norwich in this period were 

stockings or hose, so the dissertation concentrates on these. Three themes are considered – 

the production process for knitted items, from the sheep that produced the wool to the 

finishing of the final stocking; the volume of production, and the mechanics of the trade in, 

and markets for, the finished stockings; and the social and economic life of both adult and 

child knitters. 

A wide variety of primary sources reveal the details of the knitting ‘industry’ in 

Norwich.  The ephemeral nature of knitting as an industry means there is no main source of 

evidence.  Instead, information is drawn from a very diverse range of sources including royal 

accounts, official government and civic records, personal letters and accounts, and probate 

inventories.  The data concerning the 136 adult and child knitters listed in the census of the 
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poor made in 1570 in Norwich are analysed to shed light on their socio-economic 

circumstances. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction  

In 1570 24 year-old Agnes Aleyne lived in the parish of St. Gregory’s in Norwich, with her 

husband Thomas, a hatter who taught children for a living, her three year-old child, and a 

nine year-old ‘dyseased’ niece. Agnes and the niece contributed to the household income by 

knitting: Agnes made ‘hosen’, but what the niece knitted is unknown.1  The dissertation 

examines the hand knitting industry in later sixteenth century Norwich, of which Agnes and 

her niece were part.  Knitting was not a structured industry, but a domestic employment, 

carried out wherever the knitter happened to be.  Thus there was no regulated organisation 

that generated particular records, although knitters are very occasionally mentioned in 

cappers’ guilds regulations.2  Instead, evidence is found across a wide range of sources, from 

government documents to personal letters, and finding information can sometimes be purely 

serendipitous.  The research covers three main aspects: the production process, the nature and 

volume of the trade, and the knitters who created the knitted items.  The production process 

considers the different types of wool yarn available, how the knitters obtained that and their 

tools, and how the items they created were finished.  Trade is investigated, using both official 

and unofficial sources to determine the volume and the mechanism of internal and export 

trade. The Norwich census of the poor made in 1570 is analysed to understand who might be 

a knitter, and other evidence concerning knitters was examined.  Aside from two references 

to cap knitting,3 all the items that are mentioned as being knitted in Norwich are stockings, 

and the dissertation thus concentrates wholly on these.  

                                                 
1 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p.60. 
2 See, for instance, H. E. Salter, Munimenta civitatis Oxonie (Devizes, 1920), pp.235, 237. 
3 NRO, PD 290/163 Discharge to inhabitants of North Elmham for their failure to make caps, 2 July 1577; J. F. 

Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), pp.34, 62. 
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A brief history of knitting in England prior to 1600 

The earliest evidence for knitting is twelfth century artefacts from Islamic areas of the eastern 

Mediterranean and the skill moved north and west over the following few centuries.4  Cap 

knitting was carried out in England by the fifteenth century,5 and knitted stockings were 

known from the beginning of the sixteenth century, as they are listed in clothing for the 

king’s children.6  The terms stockings and hose were used interchangeably in this period.  

Knitted items are recorded in accounts and other records through the sixteenth century in 

increasing numbers, and can be found in probate inventories, household accounts and other 

contemporary personal papers, as well in official sources.7  Items knitted from silk include 

stockings, nightcaps, gloves and petticoats (a short coat in this period), and given that these 

are listed in the customs rates for incoming goods, they were probably imported,8 but there is 

evidence of knitted garments made from wool that were most likely made in England.  Wool 

items included stockings, waistcoats, sleeves, gloves, nightcaps, ordinary caps and petticoats.  

Knitted items could be worn by men, women and children, across all levels of society. 

Stockings became increasingly common in sixteenth century England, especially as 

men’s fashion changed, and some evidence suggests that they could be produced in large 

quantities. It has been estimated that by the end of the century, everyone wore out at least two 

pairs of stockings annually, making work for a minimum of 90,000 knitters knitting two pairs 

a week for fifty weeks a year.9  The provisioning for Drake and Hawkins’ expedition in 1595 

                                                 
4 R. Rutt, A history of hand knitting (London, 1987), pp.32-35. 
5 R. Rutt, A history of hand knitting (London, 1987), p.58. 
6 C. Johnson, The Queen’s servants: gentlewomen’s dress at the accession of Henry VIII: a Tudor Tailor case 

study (Lightwater, 2011), p.29. 
7 See, for instance, L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Evidence for hand knitting from Elizabethan England 1560 – 1600’ 

Text, 35 (2007-8), pp.44-47, for examples of the different sources 
8 See, for instance, T. S. Willan (ed.) A Tudor book of rates 1582 (Manchester, 1962), pp. 29, 32, 33, 42, 46. 
9 J. Thirsk, ‘The fantastical folly of fashion: the English stocking knitting industry 1500 – 1700’, in N.B. Harte 

and K.G. Ponting (eds.), Textile history and economic history: essays in honour of Julia de Lacy Mann 

(Manchester, 1973), pp.50–73, pp.63-64. 
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included over 1,000 stockings;10 whilst in 1597 David Chamberlain was granted a warrant to 

export 6,000 stockings for the apparel of the French king’s soldiers.11 The official records of 

the export trade in London show over 13,500 pairs being exported between Michaelmas 1598 

and Michaelmas 1599.12   

Previous literature on knitting as an industry in England 

Little has been published on the history of hand knitting in Elizabethan England. There are 

very few works that concentrate on knitting in England in this period, and nothing 

specifically on Norwich.  The classic paper on knitting as an employment for the poor in the 

early modern period is Joan Thirsk’s detailed article on stocking knitting.13  She also looked 

at knitting more broadly as one of the employments available.14  Despite these papers being 

published 45 years ago, many writers who touch on hand knitting are still using Thirsk’s 

research as a major source.15 Rutt’s A history of hand knitting is a comprehensive study of the 

subject which includes England, and is still a useful source, despite being over 20 years old.16  

O’Connell Edwards produced a recent summary of what items were being knitted in sixteenth 

century England in two recent articles.17   

There are a few other works which discuss sixteenth century material to varying 

degrees, concentrating either on knitting in particular areas, or on a specific aspect of 

                                                 
10 K. R. Andrews, The last voyage of Drake and Hawkins (Hakluyt Society 2nd ser v.142 1972), p.66. 
11 Cecil papers Warrant from the Queen to the Lord Treasurer licensing David Chamberlain to export free of 

duty 6,000 suits of apparel ………. the 17th December, 40 Eliz. Accessed through https://search.proquest.com 

12 June 2019. 
12 P. Croft, ‘The rise of the English stocking export trade’ Textile History, 18 (1987), pp.3-16, p.5.   
13 J. Thirsk, ‘The fantastical folly of fashion: the English stocking knitting industry 1500 – 1700’, in N. B. Harte 

and K. G. Ponting (eds.), Textile history and economic history: essays in honour of Julia de Lacy Mann 

(Manchester, 1973), pp.50–73. 
14 J. Thirsk, Economic policy and projects: the development of a consumer society in early modern England 

(Oxford, 1978). 
15 See, for instance, C. Muldrew, ‘An early industrial workforce: spinning in the countryside 1500-1550’, in R. 

Jones and C. Dyer (eds.), Farmers, consumers, innovators: the world of Joan Thirsk (Hatfield, 2016), pp.79-88 
16 R Rutt, A history of hand knitting (London, 1987). 
17 L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Fashion for all: garments knitted from wool yarn in Elizabethan England’, 

Piecework, (Jan/Feb 2015), pp.16-19; and L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Knitted silk in Tudor England’ Piecework, 

(Nov/Dec 2016), pp.42-45. 

https://search.proquest.com/
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knitting. The most notable example of an area study is Hartley and Ingilby’s work on the 

hand-knitters of the northern Dales, which is the only area of England to have had its knitting 

history studied in such depth, although they concentrate on later centuries.18  Buckland 

studied the production of Monmouth caps,19 and discussed cap knitting in early Tudor 

England elsewhere.20  Chapman’s history of machine knit hosiery included a section on why 

hand-knitting continued to flourish, despite the development of knitting frames.21  Croft 

examined the export trade in stockings,22 whilst O’Connell Edwards studied working hand 

knitters,23 and has written on knitting schools.24   

Histories of Norwich rarely give much information, if any, about knitting in the city. 

When they do, it is usually an account of the Stranger’s Pageant showing young girls knitting 

when Queen Elizabeth visited in 1578.25  Other writers on the city’s history often do not 

mention the stocking ‘industry’ at all, including Pound,26 and even Rawcliffe and Wilson in 

their very detailed study of the city.27 

Using evidence from knitted artefacts in museums 

Some recent studies on knitting history have included the examination of items in museums: 

to determine how items were actually created, in order to expand the understanding of 

                                                 
18 M. Hartley and J. Ingilby, The old hand-knitters of the Dales (Clapham, 1951, reprinted 1978). 
19 K. Buckland, ‘The Monmouth cap’, Costume, 13 (1979), pp.23-37. 
20 K. Buckland, ‘Woollen caps’ in J. Gardiner (ed.) Before the mast: life and death aboard the Mary Rose 

(Portsmouth, 2005), pp.31-34. 
21 S. Chapman, Hosiery and knitwear: four centuries of small-scale industry in Britain c.1589-2000 (Oxford, 

2002), pp.5-8. 
22 P. Croft, ‘The rise of the English stocking export trade’, Textile History, 18 (1987) pp.3-16. 
23 L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Working hand knitters in England from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, 

Textile History, 41 (2010), pp. 70-85. 
24 L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Knitting schools in Elizabethan England’ Knitting Traditions, (Spring 2013), pp.30-

33. 
25 See for instance, F. Blomefield, An essay towards a topographical history of the county of Norfolk: volume 3, 

the history of the city and county of Norwich, Part I (London, 1806), p.317. Accessed through www.british-

history.ac.uk 29 June 2018. 
26 J. [F.]  Pound, Tudor and Stuart Norwich (Chichester, 1988). 
27 C. Rawcliffe and R. Wilson (eds.), Medieval Norwich (London, 2004); and C. Rawcliffe and R. Wilson (eds.), 

Norwich since 1550 (London, 2004). 

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/


5 

 

knitting production in the period. 28  England has a number of knitted artefacts and fragments 

that have been uncovered from strata dated to the sixteenth century during archaeological 

excavations, which are now housed in museums, especially the Museum of London, Norfolk 

Museums in Norwich, the V & A in London and Platt Hall in Manchester.  The fragments are 

interesting for the information they can provide on gauge (loop/wale and course counts29) and 

sometimes construction details; but the real treasures are the artefacts which exist in varying 

degrees of completeness, and enable the modern researcher to understand the knitting 

practice of the time, and to produce replicas for re-enactors to use, better to appreciate Tudor 

clothing.  

Some earlier writers might put a knitted item into a little context.30 In other cases it 

might simply be described, as was the case with the knitted tube found on the Mary Rose.31 

The recent Knitting in Early Modern Europe project has created a database of all the caps 

held in English museums, both partial and whole, from the early modern period:32 and also 

involved a citizen science approach as people tried to replicate cap production using yarn 

from modern breeds of sheep.33 The construction of the Museum of London’s collection of 

knitted sixteenth century wool stockings is the subject of a recent article which has linked 

artefact and archival evidence.34 

                                                 
28 See, for instance, Archaeological Textile Review 60 (2018), which is a special issue dedicated to knitting. 
29 Explanatory terminology used is that recommended in Jane Malcolm-Davies, Ruth Gilbert and Susanna 

Lervad, ‘Unravelling the confusions: defining concepts to record archaeological and historical evidence for 

knitting’, Archaeological Textiles Review, 60 (2018), pp.10-24, p.12-13. 
30 See, for instance, E. Crowfoot et al. Textiles and Clothing c.1150 – c.1450 (Medieval finds from excavations 

in London: 4) (London, 1992), pp.72-75. 
31 J. Gardiner, (ed.), Before the mast: life and death aboard the Mary Rose (Portsmouth, 2005), pp.58-59. 
32 Knitting in Modern Early Europe: Research Database, accessed online 5 May 2019 at 

https://kemeresearch.com. 
33 See, for instance, J. Malcolm-Davies, ‘An early modern mystery: a pilot study of knitting, napping and 

capping’ Archaeological Textiles Review, 58 (2016), pp.57-74. 
34 L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Knitted wool stockings in the Museum of London: a study of 16 th century 

construction’, Archaeological Textiles Review, 60 (2018), pp.42-50. 

https://kemeresearch.com/
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Structure of dissertation 

The dissertation is laid out on four main themes, each having its own chapter.  Chapter 2 is a 

study of the production process from the wool on the sheep to the finished item.  Chapter 3 

considers the official records for the volume of knitted production, and the trade in knitted 

items, including the Norwich aulnage accounts from the 1580s, and the Yarmouth Port books.  

Chapter 4 draws together more fragmentary evidence which expands our knowledge of the 

knitting industry, including trade in, and purchase of, Norwich hose, information from 

inventories, the role the ‘Strangers’ might play in knitting production, and a discussion of 

wages.  Chapter 5 is a socio-economic analysis of the 136 knitters listed in the 1570 census of 

the poor. 

Sources and methods 

A variety of primary and secondary sources were used for this research.  Knitting was a 

domestic industry, practised in the home, and systematic records are hard to find, especially 

for the production processes, and the knitters themselves.  Primary sources included national 

official records, such as the state papers35 and port books36 for the period, and official civic 

records from Norwich, such as the aulnage accounts37 and the 1570 Census of the poor.38  

Private papers and accounts, such as the Bacon papers from Stiffkey,39 were also examined 

for evidence, as were wills and other documents in Norfolk Record Office.40 The research 

also drew on material from previous work which could assist in the understanding of knitting 

in Norwich in the period.  In particular, Allison’s research on the wool trade in Norfolk 

                                                 
35 Calendar of State Papers Domestic 1547-1649. Accessed through www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-

papers-online.  
36 TNA, E190 series 
37 NRO, NCR 17d: Treasurer’s book of Aulnage [sic] or Hallage accounts 
38 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971). 
39 The papers of Nathaniel Bacon of Stiffkey vols. 1-6 transcribed and published by the Norfolk Record Society. 
40 See listing in Bibliography. 

http://www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online
http://www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online
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proved useful,41 as did Michell’s work on the port of Great Yarmouth.42  If practical, the 

original item was traced and examined, either in its repository, or as a digital scan online.  

Material from elsewhere in England was also considered, if it would usefully supplement 

information which was lacking for Norwich: material from East Anglia was examined first 

before that from England in general.  All the sources used are acknowledged in the relevant 

footnote.   

The analysis of the census was carried out using a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet and 

pivot tables. 

  

                                                 
41 K. J. Allison., ‘The Norfolk worsted industry in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries’ I, Yorkshire Bulletin 

of Economic and Social Research, 12 (1960) pp.73-83;  II, Yorkshire Bulletin of Economic and Social Research, 

13 (1961) pp.61-77.   
42 A. R. Michell, The port and town of Great Yarmouth and its economic and social relationships with its 

neighbours on both sides of the seas 1550-1714, an essay in the history of the North Sea economy, unpublished 

PhD thesis, University of Cambridge, 1978.  
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 Chapter 2:  The knitting production process in Norwich and Norfolk  

This chapter considers the evidence available for what was being knitted, the tools knitters 

needed, the yarn they used and how they obtained it, dyeing and finishing processes.   

What do the sources show was being knitted in Norwich and Norfolk? 

The only items for which there is archival evidence of production in Norwich and Norfolk are 

caps and stockings. Cap knitters are mentioned in the census of the poor in 1570.1 Norfolk 

Record Office holds a discharge by royal patentees Robert Blount and John Backe to the 

inhabitants of North Elmham for their failure to make caps.2  Norwich was not noted for its 

capping trade,3 and the capping trade in general was in decline by the Elizabethan period, 

despite government attempts to promote it.4 Otherwise, all the evidence found in this research 

concerns the knitting of stockings, and the remainder of the dissertation will thus concentrate 

on these.   

The archaeological record for knitted items is very poor.  Although Norfolk Museums 

in Norwich have three stockings and two caps in their collection, which are almost complete,5 

there is no provenance to suggest these were found in Norwich,6 and thus these cannot be 

used as direct evidence for knitting there in the period.  However, two items were found 

during archaeological excavations in Norwich that could be dated to the sixteenth century.  

One is considered to be a fragment of a purse, whose earliest date could be 1600.  The other 

                                                 
1 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), pp.34, 62. 
2 NRO, PD 290/163 Discharge to inhabitants of North Elmham for their failure to make caps. 2 July 1577. 
3 T. Morris, ‘Made in Norwich’ 700 years of textile heritage (Norwich, 2008), p.9.  
4 K. Buckland, ‘ “A sign of some degree” – the mystery of capping’, TEXT, 36 (2008-9), pp.40–45, p.25.  
5 Norfolk Museums. Caps: NWHCM 1961.74.1; NWHCM 1961.74.2.  Wool stockings / socks: NWHCM 

1961.74.3; NWHCM 1961.74.4; NWHCM 1961.74.5.  
6 Pers. com. Lisa Little, former curator of textiles, Norfolk Museums July 2011. 
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consists of several fragments from the same knitted item, which the conservator considered 

might be part of a sleeve,7 but which could equally well be part of a thigh length stocking.8  

The demand for knitted stockings was expanding greatly in this period, in part 

following the changes in fashion for men in the sixteenth century, but also as a general 

demand from the population in general, including women and children.9  Official evidence, 

such as aulnage and export duties discussed later, shows two types of stockings – long and 

short.10  What constituted ‘long hose’ or ‘short hose’ is unknown – the Museum of London 

has one item with a finished leg length from top to start of heel of 22 cm.11  It has five others 

with a leg length averaging 30-40 cm, and Norfolk Museums hold two with a similar length: 

all these would come to around an adult knee.12  Evidence also shows that knitted hose came 

above the knee:13 these can been seen in portraits14, and although the only extant sixteenth 

century examples are silk ones in European collections,15 it seems likely they were sometimes 

made of wool.16 Croft considers that long hose were those which came to the thigh, and short 

hose those to the knee.17  Contemporary records occasionally refer specifically to “shorte” 

                                                 
7 E. Crowfoot, ‘Textiles’ in S. Margeson (ed.) Norwich households: the medieval and post-medieval finds from 

Norwich survey excavations 1971–1978  East Anglian Archaeology report n.58, 1993, pp.45–59. 
8 The Tudor Tailor, The typical Tudor in prep. 2019.  
9 J. Thirsk, ‘The fantastical folly of fashion: the English stocking knitting industry 1500 – 1700’, in N. B. Harte 

and K. G. Ponting (eds.) Textile history and economic history: essays in honour of Julia de Lacy Mann 

(Manchester, 1973), pp.50–73, pp.51-55. 
10 See chapter 3: Evidence from official sources.    
11 Museum of London accession number 22403.  For discussion, see L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Knitted wool 

stockings in the Museum of London: a study of sixteenth century construction’, Archaeological Textiles Review 

60 (2019), pp.42-50, p.44. 
12 Museum of London: accession numbers 39.188/4a; 39.188/4b; 39.188/5; A26851; and A26852.  Norfolk 

Museums: accession numbers NWHCM 1961.74.4 and NWHCM 1961.74.5. For discussion of the Museum of 

London stockings, see L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Knitted wool stockings in the Museum of London: a study of 

sixteenth century construction’, Archaeological textiles review 60 (2019), pp.42-50, p.44.  There is no published 

literature discussing the Norfolk Museums stockings; the author last examined these on 4 September 2018.  
13 J. Thirsk, ‘The fantastical folly of fashion: the English stocking knitting industry 1500 – 1700’, in N. B. Harte 

and K. G. Ponting (eds.) Textile history and economic history: essays in honour of Julia de Lacy Mann 

(Manchester, 1973), pp.50–73, pp.57,58; Janet Arnold, Queen Elizabeth’s wardrobe unlock’d (Leeds, 1988), 

p.207. 
14 See, for instance that of Sir Christopher Hatton in the National Portrait Gallery, ref. NPG 2413, accessed 

online 22 July 2019 at www.npg.org.uk.  
15 R Rutt, A history of hand knitting (London, 1987), plate 4, pp.72-73.  
16 P. Stubbes, The anatomie of abuses   (London, 1836; reprinted from 1585 (3rd) edition), p.47.   
17 P. Croft, ‘The rise of the English stocking export trade’, Textile History, 18 (1987), pp.3-16, p.4. 

http://www.npg.org.uk/
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hose:   22 dozen are recorded in a cargo sent from Yarmouth to London in October 1579.18  

Other documents of the time refer to women’s hose, which are generally cheaper, and 

therefore probably shorter.  Children’s hose is also mentioned in archival documents, such as 

the accounts of Christ’s Hospital and the Tooley Foundation in Ipswich, where they cost only 

pennies.19 The Museum of London has two small stockings and Norfolk Museums have 

another in their collections, which date from this period.20  Inventories list different types of 

stockings, with a wide a variety of values and this will be discussed later.21 

Knitted hose were available in Norfolk by the 1530s.  The Le Strange family records 

show payments for two pairs in 1530, costing 12d, which were for Henry Le Strange who 

was going up to Oxford University.  The price seems quite low – it might be that the payment 

was just for the knitting, not the materials. Four other knitted pairs are mentioned with other 

items in 1533, but not individually priced.22 

Construction of knitted items 

There is no written evidence as to how knitted garments were made in this period: the earliest 

known instructions for knitting a garment were published in 1655.23  Any evidence for the 

construction of knitted items, including the standard of production and the skills required has 

to be drawn from archaeological artefacts, and these can provide sufficient detail for the 

recreation of original items.24  It is necessary to understand the hand knitting process in order 

                                                 
18 TNA, E190/6/8: The port of London. Official: Customer and Collector. Coastal: general wares. 1579-1580, 

f.2v, item 2. 
19 J. Webb, Poor relief in Elizabethan Ipswich (Ipswich, 1966), p. 66.  
20 Museum of London accession numbers A26875 and A26876: Norfolk Museums accession number NWHCM 

1961.74.3. For discussion of the Museum of London stockings, see L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Knitted wool 

stockings in the Museum of London: a study of sixteenth century construction’, Archaeological Textiles Review 

60 (2019), pp.42-50, p.43.  There is no published literature discussing the Norfolk Museums stocking. 
21 See below: ch.4: Fragmentary evidence: inventories, pp.38-9. 
22 D. Gurney, ‘Extracts from the household and privy purse accounts of the Lestranges [sic] of Hunstanton 

1519-1578’,  Archaeologia  Vol.25, (1834), pp.411-569, pp.508, 548. 
23 In Natura exenterata (London, 1655); transcribed /edited version in R. Rutt, A history of hand knitting 

(London, 1987), p.239. 
24 See, for instance, J. Huggett and N. Mikhaila, The Tudor child: clothing and culture 1485-1625 (Lightwater, 

2013), pp.74-76, 143, 146-7. 
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to comprehend what tools and yarn the knitter would need to make knitted items.  All the 

identifiable stockings dated to the sixteenth century in museums are knitted ‘in the round’, 

which is a helical process requiring the use of double ended needles and continuous yarn. All 

the extant knitted stockings made from wool in English museums seem to be made using a 

single colour yarn. 

Needles 

Needles were the only tools needed to knit all items. However, there is little information 

about them in either the archival or archaeological record.  The ‘in the round’ construction of 

items means that both ends of a needle are used so loops can move through the spiral of 

construction.  Nowadays the ends are tapered to facilitate this process, though there is 

evidence that this was not always the case.25  The modern circular needle is an early twentieth 

century invention,26 so early modern knitters would have needed a number of double-ended 

needles.  Knitting needles made of wire were being made in the later sixteenth century 

England: William Humfrey established a wire-drawing mill on the River Wye at Tintern, at 

the end of the 1560s, and it was estimated that around 5,000 workers in England were 

employed in making wire goods, including knitting needles: Norwich is listed as one of the 

towns to which the mill sent wire.27 

There have only been two finds of such needles in archaeological excavations: one in 

York,28 and one in London.29  Given there are less than half a dozen of these in total, there is 

not enough information to extrapolate the sizes of needles, in terms of length and diameter, 

nor how many needles knitters might have used.  The Italian and German fourteenth century 

                                                 
25 R. Rutt, A history of hand knitting   (London, 1987), p.16. 
26 R. Rutt, A history of hand knitting   (London, 1987), p.17. 
27 H. R. Schubert, History of the British iron and steel industry (London, 1957), p.294. 
28 P. Walton-Rogers, ‘Textile production’  in P. Ottaway and N. Rogers, Craft, industry and everyday life finds 

from medieval York  (The Archaeology of York  Vol.17 f.15) (York, 2002), pp.2743–2744. 
29 G. Egan, ‘Some medieval knitting needles discovered in London’, Medieval Dress and Textile Society 

Newsletter, 2.11 (May 2001), p.5. 
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pictures of the Madonna knitting show her using a set of five,30 but this may not have been 

the case in England, and Shetlanders can use as few as three needles to knit in the round.31    

Knitting needles do occasionally appear in inventories and accounts.  These provide 

evidence that such existed, and their value.   In 1564 the inventory of John Lughting of 

Southampton included knitting needles worth 4d.32  Queen Elizabeth’s wardrobe accounts 

record Alice Montague supplying four pairs of knitting needles in 1580,33 and Hadleigh 

workhouse owned four pairs of knitting needles in 1595.34  It must be noted the term ‘pair’ in 

this period could mean a set,35 so the actual number of needles cannot be deduced from these 

records.  

The only available evidence concerning knitting needles in Norwich is an order in the 

Mayor’s Court book in May 1599 that an ‘alien’ (non-English) widow was to cease making 

and selling knitting needles in the city, and if she did not do so, she was to be imprisoned.36  

This raises questions regarding the material from which the needles were made, and whether 

she was making them herself, or someone else was; and to whom were the needles being 

sold: only to the alien community, or to all the citizens? To date, there is no further 

information on the subject.   Four ‘pairs’ of knitting needles cost Alice LeStrange twopence 

in total in 1616, showing these were not high cost items.37 

                                                 
30 R. Rutt, A history of hand knitting   (London, 1987), pp.44-50. 
31 Wilma Malcolmson, at a workshop given as part of the In the loop conference July 2012. 
32 E. Roberts and K. Parker, Southampton probate inventories 1447 – 1575 vol.1 1447-1566 (Southampton, 

1992), p.217. 
33 BL Egerton MS 2806: A booke of Warrantes to the great Guarderobe, Tempore Regine Elizabeth, towchyng 

her Maiesties Roobes and Appareill…10-31 Eliz. (1568-1589), f.160v. 
34 M. K. McIntosh, Poor relief and community in Hadleigh (Hatfield, 2013), p.100. 
35 ‘pair, n.1.’ Section II A set not limited to two in number. Oxford English Dictionary Online. [Accessed online 

www.oed.com/  22 May 2019]. 
36 NRO, NCR 16a/3: Mayor’s Court book 1595-1603, f321. 
37 Data supplied by Jane Whittle from The housewife in early modern rural England database (Economic and 

Social Research Council RES-143-25-0014, produced 2003-2007).  

http://www.oed.com/


13 

 

The supply of wool and its processing into yarn for stockings  

Accounts of stockings mention three classifications of yarn – woollen, worsted and jersey.  

Woollen was the lowest quality, worsted was finer, and commanding a higher price, and the 

best yarn was jersey yarn, costing even more.  By the end of the sixteenth century, Norwich 

was noted for its jersey stockings, which were knitted by children.38 The collection of 

archaeological fragments  found in Norwich have a higher gauge than most extant items,39 

which suggests this garment was made from at least fine worsted yarn, if not jersey yarn.   In 

1596 it was reported that worsted and jersey were spun from combed wool, where the fibres 

are parallel, and woollen yarn was made from carded wool,40 where the fibres lie in all 

directions. 

However, this division into three types of yarn is not as simple as it seems. In the 

medieval period, the wide variety of qualities of English wool was well known, and wool 

from Norfolk and Suffolk was not high quality.41  There was also a general awareness that 

different areas of a single fleece could have different qualities.42  Sheep in medieval Norfolk 

produced a coarse medium length fibre, which was combed by the spinners, and turned into 

the fine smooth thread used in worsted fabrics.43  These sheep were suited to the poor quality 

of pasture in Norfolk, and by the sixteenth century their fleeces weighed around 1 to 2 lbs.44  

                                                 
38 T. Wilson, ‘The state of England, Anno Dom, 1600’, in  Fisher, F. J. (ed.), Camden Miscellany v.16, Camden 

Society 3rd series, 52 (1936), p.20. See also discussion below: ch.4: Fragmentary evidence: wages earned by 

knitters, pp.41-42. 
39 E. Crowfoot, ‘Textiles’ in S. Margeson, (ed.) Norwich households: the medieval and post-medieval finds from 

Norwich survey excavations 1971–1978  East Anglian Archaeology report n.58, 1993, pp.45–59, p.54;. L. 

O’Connell Edwards, ‘Knitted wool stockings in the Museum of London: a study of 16th century construction’, 

Archaeological Textiles Review 60 (2019), pp.42-50, pp.43, 46. 
40 J. De Lacy Mann, Julia, ‘Documents and Sources V; A document regarding jersey spinning in the P.R.O.’, 

Textile History 4 (1973), pp.140-141, p.140. 
41 J. H. Munro, ‘Wool price schedules and the qualities of English wools in the later Middle Ages c. 1270-1499’, 

Textile History 9 (1978), pp.118-169, p.140-1. 
42 See, for instance, J. De Lacy Mann, Julia, ‘Documents and Sources V; A document regarding jersey spinning 

in the P.R.O.’, Textile History 4 (1973), pp.140-141, p.140. 
43 K. J. Allison, ‘The Norfolk worsted industry in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries I’, Yorkshire Bulletin 

of Economic and Social Research 12 (1960), pp.73-83, p.73. 
44 K. J. Allison, ‘Flock management in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries’, Economic History Review 2nd 

series, 11 (1958), pp.98-112, pp.104, 106. 
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This was lighter than those of other sheep, which were also better quality – Allison considers 

enclosure in the Midlands had improved both aspects,45 though Bowden argues that although 

the better nutrients provided by enclosure led to heavier fleeces, with longer fibres, it also 

coarsened the wool.46  Sixteenth century sheep farming in Norfolk was almost entirely in the 

hands of manorial landlords and demesne leasees, who probably dealt directly with local 

wool broggers both for local sales and for selling to Suffolk and Essex clothiers, although 

they did also sell direct to those clothiers.47  Although regulations forbade the selling of 

Norfolk wool out of the county, including an Act of 1547,48 this was frequently ignored, 

despite prosecutions by the authorities. For instance, five men confessed to selling wool to 

Suffolk in 1562 in the mayor’s court in Norwich, and guaranteed in future that they would 

bring wool to sell at Norwich market to wives and spinners.49 

  Allison argues that the spinners dealt directly with the wool broggers, rather than with 

the butchers or graziers.50  However, an order made by the Norwich Assembly on 20 

December 1532 suggests that at the least poor spinners bought their wool from butchers: the 

order noted that the city and country butchers had been selling wool fells to the glovers and 

point makers, resulting in poor spinners not having access to the wool on the skins for 

spinning, and thus earning an income. It stipulated that from Christmas until the next clipping 

time butchers selling their meat must make the fells, with their wool, available openly in the 

                                                 
45 K. J. Allison, ‘Flock management in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries’, Economic History Review 2nd 

series, 11 (1958), pp.98-112, pp.104-105. 
46 P. J. Bowden, ‘Wool supply and the woollen industry’, Economic History Review 2nd series, 9 (1956), pp.44-

58, p.45. 
47 K. J. Allison, ‘Flock management in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries’, Economic History Review 2nd 

series, 11 (1958), pp.98-112, p.106. 
48 K. J. Allison, ‘The Norfolk worsted industry in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries II’, Yorkshire Bulletin 

of Economic and Social Research 13 (1961), pp.61-77, p.65. 
49 J. C. Tingey (comp. and ed.), The records of the city of Norwich. Volume II containing documents relating to 

the social and economic progress of the city with an introduction (Norwich, 1910), pp.180-181. 
50 K. J. Allison, ‘The Norfolk worsted industry in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries I’, Yorkshire Bulletin 

of Economic and Social Research 12 (1960), pp.73-83, p.76.  
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market to poor women until noon.51  Presumably the poor removed the wool from the skin, 

prepared and spun it. The Act of 1547 permitted the selling of wool in small parcels in 

Norwich market for the benefit of poor spinners unable to buy it in bulk.52  The spinners 

purchased their wool in eight or twelve pennyworths.53   

Insufficient wool for the Norwich wool industries was a problem in the sixteenth 

century.  In 1571 four aldermen were licensed to buy wool from elsewhere and re-sell it to 

both the native inhabitants and also those in the Stranger communities, and they generally 

bought in longer fibre wool from the Midlands.54 In the medieval period, wool-combing was 

done by the spinners, but the development of the New Draperies saw the arrival of the 

professional wool combers in Norwich. Allison suggests that the wool combers developed the 

practice of ‘putting out’ fibre to spinners for payment, rather than selling it to them.55  The 

combing process of this wool resulted in a greater amount of shorter fibres being left over, 

often described as ‘nyles’, or ‘noils’, which were sold separately from 1576 onwards.56 

Whilst unsuitable for combing, this could be still be carded and turned into woollen yarn. In 

other areas, putting out of wool was already being practised,57 and sometimes, as in 

Colchester, subject to town regulations.58 

There is, however, very little evidence of how wool progressed from sheep to knitter. 

A letter dated 1608 details the amount of yarn bought by the Stranger community, and how it 

                                                 
51 J. C. Tingey (comp. and ed.), The records of the city of Norwich. Volume II containing documents relating to 

the social and economic progress of the city with an introduction (Norwich, 1910), p.119. 
52 J. C. Tingey (comp. and ed.), The records of the city of Norwich. Volume II containing documents relating to 

the social and economic progress of the city with an introduction (Norwich, 1910), p.lxxv. 
53 P. J. Bowden, The wool trade in Tudor and Stuart England (London, 1971), p.118. 
54 K. J. Allison, ‘The Norfolk worsted industry in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries II’, Yorkshire Bulletin 

of Economic and Social Research 13 (1961,) pp.61-77, p.65. 
55 K. J. Allison, ‘The Norfolk worsted industry in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries II’, Yorkshire Bulletin 

of Economic and Social Research 13 (1961), pp.61-77, p.70. 
56 K. J. Allison, ‘The Norfolk worsted industry in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries II’, Yorkshire Bulletin 

of Economic and Social Research 13 (1961), pp.61-77, pp.69–70. 
57 J. S Lee, The medieval clothier (Woodbridge, 2018), pp.66 ff. 
58 W. Gurney Benham (transcriber and translator), The red paper book of Colchester (Colchester, 1902), p.17. 
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was used. It notes that the Dutch used around 2,400 tod (1 tod weighs 28 lbs) from out of the 

county, of which 400 combed tod were sent to Yarmouth and used solely for fine stockings,59 

but does not detail who spun the yarn nor how knitters received it.    

None of the spinners in the Norwich census are listed as spinning yarn for hose, but 

the 1597 Ipswich census lists one spinner of hose yarn, and another who spun ‘jersie’, which 

is likely to have also been used for stockings.60  A technique has recently been developed for 

provenancing wool fibres in archaeological fragments, but it has not been used widely: in 

addition, the paucity of knitted artefacts means that provenancing these could not lead to 

quantitative analysis.61  

There was no central control over the standard of the yarn being produced. Yarn 

described as worsted could be adulterated by the use of lesser qualities of wool being blended 

into the fibre before spinning, to the detriment of finished quality. By 1589 this was of 

concern to the authorities: people moved away from English-made adulterated worsted yarn 

stockings to imported silk stockings, to the impoverishment of ‘her majesty’s subjects’, and 

so strict regulation and inspection were proposed to ensure the quality of the stockings.62   

Modern knitting yarn is generally composed of two or more strands, ‘plies’, which are 

twisted together in the production process.  “Twistering” or doubling is sometimes mentioned 

in early modern economic projects, as with the document concerning the making of woad.63  

Allison suggests that in the main weavers had a servant or an apprentice who would turn the 

                                                 
59 G. A. Metters et al., The papers of Nathaniel Bacon of Stiffkey v.6 1608-1613 (Norwich, 2017), p.79. 
60 J. Webb, Poor relief in Elizabethan Ipswich (Ipswich, 1966), pp.123, 129. 
61 I. C. C. von Holstein et al, ‘Provenancing archaeological wool textiles from medieval Northern Europe by 

light stable isotope analysis’ PLOS One (October 20th 2016) pp.1-27. 
62 TNA, SP12/23 f.14 Certen articles set down which tend to the discoverie of fallse and deceytfull making of 

worsted and woollen stockings 4 March 1590. Accessed through www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-

papers-online 26 August 2018. 
63 BLLansdowne v121 ff.165-172: A brief description of the true and perfitt making of woad….a note 

concerning our English wolle made into Jersey yarne 25 April 1586, f.172. 

http://www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online
http://www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online
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twistering mill for this process.64  However, there is no information on how, or even if, this 

was carried out for knitting yarn.  Examination of artefacts generally shows two threads in 

each loop, but not necessarily evidence of twisting.  It has been suggested knitting was 

carried out simply by holding two strands of yarn together.65   

How did the knitters obtain their yarn?  

There are three likely ways by which knitters might obtain yarn.  Firstly, they might spin it 

themselves either from raw wool, or from wool obtained from professional wool combers and 

carders.  Secondly, they might buy it direct from a spinner.  Thirdly, yarn might be put out to 

the knitters by a merchant who would then collect the finished items to sell on. Allison 

suggests that the putting out process developed with the growth in the hosiery industry in 

Norwich.66  No direct evidence for Norwich for the first two options has been found, but the 

1596 inventory of Susanna Backowe, from the non-native born Stranger community, 

provides evidence for the third.  Her executor put yarn out to knitters ‘in the country’ and 

received knitted stockings back from them.67  The LeStrange accounts from their estates in 

north-west Norfolk in the early seventeenth century show some of their wool being put out 

for spinning, and the yarn later being given to various people for knitting into stockings:68 it 

is possible this practice may also have occurred in the sixteenth century. 

As has already been discussed, there is evidence that at least some spinners in 

Norwich were buying wool to process into yarn.  Spinners buying wool as fibre and then 

                                                 
64 K. J. Allison, ‘The Norfolk worsted industry in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries I’, Yorkshire Bulletin 

of Economic and Social Research 12 (1960), pp.73-83, p.76. 
65 J. Malcolm-Davies,‘ “Silk hats” from a sheep’s back: how sixteenth century craftspeople created legal 

luxuries’,  in M. Bravernová, H. Březinová and J. Malcolm-Davies (eds.) Archaeological textiles – links 

between past and present NESATXIII (Liberec/Prague, 2017), pp.187-195, p.189.  
66 K. J. Allison, ‘The Norfolk worsted industry in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries II’, Yorkshire Bulletin 

of Economic and Social Research 13 (1961), pp.61-77, p.70. 
67 NRO, DN/INV 15/233: Inventory of Susan(na) Backowe, 1598, f.1. 
68 J. Whittle and E. Griffiths, Consumption and gender in the early seventeenth-century household: the world of 

Alice Le Strange (Oxford, 2012). 
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selling it as spun yarn carried on through the century and beyond – in 1616 Morrell 

commented that spinners in Norfolk brought their yarn into the market to sell, implying they 

worked for themselves.69  Although most of the yarn would have gone to the weavers, it is 

likely that some would have been used by knitters.  There is no evidence of poor knitters 

purchasing yarn directly from poor spinners, but there would be no need for a record of such 

transactions.  There are a few other documents that record ownership of knitting yarn in early 

modern Norfolk.  The inventory of George Baron, hosier, dated 1595, includes 14 lbs of 

white yarn and 6 lbs coloured yarn;70 whilst that of William Vandercam, dated 1606/7, lists 

110 lbs of yarn.71  

Evidence from elsewhere indicates ways knitters might obtain yarn. The Willoughby 

accounts from Nottinghamshire show the purchase in 1550 of ‘foure pounde of wool for 

knyttyng hosen’ for 3s 4d: there is no payment listed for knitting the stockings, but 

presumably the yarn was passed on to the knitter.72  In Hertfordshire, in 1572/3 the 

churchwardens of St. Peter’s in St. Albans paid 10d for a pound of knitting yarn and for the 

knitting of a pair of stockings for a poor boy to Goodwyfe Gryge.73 This entry could be 

interpreted either that she spun the yarn and knitted it, or that she bought the yarn.   In 1591 

Worcester’s bailiffs were required to call all knitters of hose before them to swear their 

honesty, as there had been allegations they were pilfering yarn.  This suggests that the 

knitters were being supplied with yarn on a putting out basis, and the finished items weighed 

less that the yarn distributed.74  

                                                 
69 M. Zell and H. Falvey, (ed. and introd.), Walter Morrell’s ‘manufacture for the new draperie’ 1616 (Hertford, 

2018), p.36 [p.42 of MS]. 
70 NRO, DN/INV 12/60: Inventory of George Baron, 1595. 
71 NRO, DN/INV 21/20: Inventory of William Vandercam 1606-1607. 
72 Royal Commission on Historical Manuscripts, Report on the manuscripts of Lord Middleton at Wollaton Hall, 

Nottinghamshire (London, 1911), p.402. 
73 A. Palmer, Tudor churchwardens’ accounts (Braughing Friars, 1985), p. 92. 
74 Worcester Record Office, A6 Box 5: City of Worcester Frankpledge book, f.170. 
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How did knitters and yarn suppliers know how much yarn was needed for a pair 

of stockings?  

As discussed above, stockings came in all sizes.75  It would thus seem pointless to quantify 

how much would be needed for a pair of stockings. However, economic projects did specify 

how much weight of yarn would be needed for a pair, and it is also possible to extrapolate 

from aulnage duty as to how much weight of yarn it was thought that a pair of stockings 

would require.  

The document concerning woad growing in 1586 also discusses items manufactured 

from jersey yarn, and considers that one pound of yarn ‘well spun’ will make two pairs of 

stockings,76 so each pair would weigh eight ounces. Writing in 1616, Walter Morrell 

considered that one pound of ‘improved’ wool could make ‘Fyve paier of stockins and 

upwards, each payer wayinge three ounces’, and he had already proved it in a trial. Such fine 

wool stockings, he argues, could compete with silk ones.  Norwich and Yarmouth were noted 

for their fine jersey stockings, and it is possible that these might weigh three ounces (c.84g).77  

Earlier in his account, however, Morrell suggested that 90 lbs of wool would make 13 dozen 

pairs of worsted stockings, which equates to about nine ounces per pair,78 which is closer to 

the 1586 project weight. This difference might arise from different lengths of the stockings in 

his calculations.  This variation means that the 400 tod (11,200 lbs) sent to Yarmouth in 1608 

discussed earlier79 could make as many as 56,000 pairs of stockings or as few as 22,400 pairs. 

                                                 
75 See above: ch. 2: The production process: what do the sources show was being knitted, pp.8-10. 
76 BL Lansdowne v121 ff.165-172: A brief description of the true and perfitt making of woad….a note 

concerning our English wolle made into Jersey yarne 25 April 1586, f.172. 
77 M. Zell and H. Falvey, (ed. and introd.), Walter Morrell’s ‘manufacture for the new draperie’ 1616 (Hertford, 

2018), p.52 [p.65 of MS]. 
78 M. Zell and H. Falvey, (ed. and introd.), Walter Morrell’s ‘manufacture for the new draperie’ 1616 (Hertford, 

2018), p.21 [p.20 of MS]. 
79 See above: ch.2: The production process: the supply of wool, p.16 
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The aulnage rate of a farthing for the subsidy fits with the 4d rate per 64 lb weight 

which appears in other documentation about the aulnage rates,80 and, if so, then a dozen 

stockings could be presumed to weigh 4lb, and a single pair 5⅓ ounces (or 151g).  This 

weight is between the two estimates from the projects, but since it is not known what size is 

being discussed, no further information can be uncovered from these data, but modern 

recreations of museum artefacts can provide some guidance as to the possible length and size.  

Two modern recreations of the knee length Museum of London stockings using handspun 

yarn knitted at the same gauge took around 56g (two ounces), for a single stocking, with a leg 

length of 40cm and made to fit a UK size 4 foot: so a pair would use around 112g (four 

ounces).  The difference in weight could be explained by the quality of the wool.81   

Although we know Susanna Backowe’s executor had put yarn out to knitters,82 we do 

not know how he did this.  Were they given a specific weight of yarn, to knit as they pleased?  

Or was he handing out a specific amount of yarn for which he expected a set number of pairs, 

and possibly sizes, of stockings?  Did the stockings required vary from week to week?  An 

argument can be made that the straight line across some surviving stocking legs meant that 

the knitter had simply started a new yarn at this point, and used the yarn as they received it 

rather than being given a specific quantity for a specific item, and returning the remaining 

unused yarn.83  

                                                 
80 See, for instance, J. Thirsk, The fantastical folly of fashion: the English stocking knitting industry 1500 – 

1700’, in N. B. Harte and K. G. Ponting (eds.) Textile history and economic history: essays in honour of Julia de 

Lacy Mann (Manchester, 1973), pp.50–73, p.63.  
81 The reproductions were made for a paper given at the Knitting in Early Modern Europe seminar no.4,  7 July 

2018, Saxo Institute, Copenhagen University – L O’Connell Edwards, ‘From archaeological find to wearable 

artefact: the challenges of re-constructing sixteenth century woollen stockings’. 
82 NRO, DN/INV 15/233: Inventory of Susan(na) Backowe, 1598, f.1.  
83 L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Knitted wool stockings in the Museum of London: a study of 16th century 

construction’, Archaeological Textiles Review 60 (2019), pp.42-50, p.47. 
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Dyeing 

Colour is rarely mentioned for stockings made from wool.  When it is, it is usually white, 

which seems to command a higher price. Wool could be dyed as yarn, but also when it had 

been made into the finished item.84  Most knitted artefacts seem to be a single colour, but 

little analysis has been done on the pigments in these.  There is very little evidence about the 

colour of stockings from Norwich.  George Baron’s 1595 inventory which mentions both 

white and coloured yarn, and also white and coloured stockings is an exception, although it 

does not mention a specific colour.85   

There are records of stockings being dyed or over dyed as complete garments. The 

household accounts of Nathaniel Bacon at Stiffkey for 1587-1597 include several tailors’ 

bills.  Those of Peckover and Gallyard both include invoicing for dyeing pairs of stockings, 

mostly for Bacon’s daughters, who were teenagers and older in this period.86  Thirteen 

dyeings are listed, and the cost varies from 6d a pair to 16d for a pair dyed ‘purple in grayne’ 

which were probably dyed using the expensive dye from kermes insects.87  Colours are 

usually mentioned: greens and purple were the most common, with three each. There is no 

indication as to how the stockings were acquired prior to dyeing.  The Petre family accounts 

from the 1550s in Essex record pairs of stockings being knitted for the children, some of 

which were also then dyed.88   

Finishing processes   

There is evidence which suggests at least some stockings were professionally finished before 

sale.  Towards the end of the sixteenth century, Richard Webber, William Crouch and Francis 

                                                 
84 E. Kerridge, Textile manufactures in early modern England (Manchester, 1985), pp.163-164. 
85 NRO, DN/INV 12/60: Inventory of George Baron, 1595. 
86 E. Stern, ‘Peckover and Gallyard, two sixteenth-century Norfolk tailors’ Costume, 15 (1981), pp.13-23. 
87 J. Arnold, Queen Elizabeth’s wardrobe unlock’d (Leeds, 1988), p.363.  
88 A. Buck, Clothes and the child (Carlton, 1996), pp.89, 172. 
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Shelt of London petitioned Lord Burghley to carry on the monopoly of George and Thomas 

Lee in ‘pressing and dressing all manner of knitt stockings’,89 but nothing further has been 

found out about this monopoly. Walter Morrell included pressing stockings in his proposal 

for the manufacture of New Draperies, as one of the trades that would be carried out.90  Roger 

Mountague, the Queen’s silkman, was paid in the late 1580s for washing, shearing and 

pressing pairs of plain garnesey hose: the warrants do not tell us if these were new ones being 

finished, or if the shearing was done to remove pills created in the course of wear.91  

(Garnesey was an alternative spelling for jersey.)92  How stockings were finished, and what 

percentage were finished is unknown.  No evidence has been uncovered for finishing in 

Norwich or Norfolk in the sixteenth century. Hosier William Vandercam’s early seventeenth 

century inventory made in Norwich includes 100 pairs of leg boards in his shop, which were 

presumably used for finishing stockings, each valued at the same price, but with no indication 

whether they were all the same size.93  

Conclusion 

Evidence for the production process is fragmentary, although there is archival evidence for 

knitted items, and knitted artefacts from museums can expand our knowledge of what was 

knitted and how it was created. The picture that can be painted is only partial, and raises as 

many queries as it answers.  There was no regulated structure for knitting as a production 

process which would have resulted in written records.  Nevertheless, it is possible to 

understand parts of the process, such the types of wool being used to create knitting yarn, and 

                                                 
89 NRO, BL/BC 9/1: Petition to Lord Burleigh [sic] re pressing and dressing of knit stockings by Londoners – 

post 1572, pre 1599. 
90 M. Zell and H. Falvey, (ed. and introd.), Walter Morrell’s ‘manufacture for the new draperie’ 1616 (Hertford, 

2018), p.21 [p.20 of MS]. 
91 BL Egerton MS 2806: A booke of Warrantes to the great Guarderobe, Tempore Regine Elizabeth, towchyng 

her Maiesties Roobes and Appareill…10-31 Eliz. (1568-1589), ff.181r, 216v, 224v, 230v, 234r. 
92 J. Arnold, Queen Elizabeth’s wardrobe unlock’d (Leeds, 1988), p. 365. 
93 NRO, DN/INV 21/20: Inventory of William Vandercam 1606-1607.  
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the weight of yarn that might be needed for a pair of stockings.  To a certain extent it is 

possible to infer what might have happened in Norwich or Norfolk from sources elsewhere in 

the country, but it should be borne in mind that Norwich was in the unique position of being 

the second largest city in the land, and comparing practices there with those in other places is 

not necessarily comparing like with like. 
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Chapter 3:  Evidence from official sources 

This chapter considers the evidence that can be found for the production of knitted items in 

official administrative records, to attempt to quantify the numbers of stockings that were 

being produced in Norwich. It will also consider government and civic involvement in 

endeavouring to record the trade.   

Evidence of knitted items is found in aulnage records created by the city council and 

in government port books, which show cargoes both for elsewhere in England and also 

exports abroad. There is too little information for any statistical analysis, so the following 

presents general observations.  The Norwich-based records traced for this section list only 

stockings: no details were uncovered of other knitted items. 

Aulnage 

Aulnage was established in the Middle Ages as an internal duty paid on all finished 

broadcloth and other woven cloths being produced in England.1 It did not include the lighter 

cloths such as bays and says which were not being produced when the tax was established.  

By the middle of the sixteenth century the government had realised that these cloths were 

being produced in volume, and that taxing them would be a useful source of income.  Knitted 

hose must also have been being produced in considerable amounts by then too, as they are 

included in the list of items to have duty paid on them.  The Lansdowne papers in the British 

Library have two documents detailing rates of aulnage payable in 1578, which provide rather 

conflicting information. The first refers to long and short hose, with duty payable of two or 

three farthings per dozen respectively;2 but the other refers to worsted hose with a levy of two 

                                                 
1 G. D. Ramsay, The English woollen industry 1500-1700 (London, 1982), p.58. 
2 BL Lansdowne v.26 ff.181-3: Rates and sums of money thought fit to be levied and taken for the subsidy and 

alnage of new draperies 1578, f.182.  Accessed through www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online 

14 June 2018.  

http://www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online
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pence per dozen pairs.3  Worsted was seen as finer yarn, which might explain the higher duty.  

As discussed earlier, we do not know what constituted long or short hose.4  

The original grant for the farm of collecting aulnage on Norwich hose and other new 

draperies produced in the city was granted to FitzWilliam and Delves in 1578.5  Norwich city 

council objected to Burghley that the collection of aulnage on the new draperies was a breach 

of their privileges as the farmers’ officials had no knowledge of Norwich manufactures, and 

the city was permitted to contract out of the general farm.6 They bought out Fitzwilliam and 

Delves in 1580, and collected it for the following five years.7 The mechanism for collection is 

recorded in detail in the City’s Assembly book in July 1580.  All hose for sale  were to be 

tacked together and brought to be sealed – the fine for not sealing these was 6s 8d per dozen, 

with a sliding scale for smaller amounts.8 We can only speculate how well the system 

worked, and what percentage was taxed.   But we do know what sums were collected, as this 

was part of the city’s finances. The amounts collected are listed in the city’s aulnage accounts 

on a quarterly basis.9 Table 1 shows data for knit hose extracted from these accounts: 

  

                                                 
3 BL Lansdowne v.26 f.184: The farm of subsidy and alnage [sic] of woollen clothes throughout England 1578. 

Accessed through www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online 14 June 2018. 
4 See above: ch.2:  Production process: what do the sources show was being knitted, pp.8-10. 
5 TNA, E101/674/43: Grant of aulnage to Fitzwilliam and Delves, 22nd July [1578]. 
6 N. J. Williams, ‘Two documents concerning new draperies’, Economic History Review 2nd series, 4 (1952), 

pp.353-358, p.358. 
7 NRO, NCR 10b/6: Assignment of alnage [sic] from Fitzwilliam and Delves to Norwich City Council 20 May 

1580. 
8 J. C. Tingey (comp. and ed.), The records of the city of Norwich. Volume II containing documents relating to 

the social and economic progress of the city with an introduction.  (Norwich, 1910), p.147.  
9 NRO, NCR 17d: Treasurer’s book of Aulnage or Hallage accounts 
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Table 1             Dozens of stockings on which the city collected aulnage 

1580-1585, at ½d per dozen pairs. 

Year  July-October October-Jan January-April  April-July  Totals 

 Dozens Value Dozens Value Dozens  Value  Dozens Value Dozens Value 

1580-

1581 

    6 2s 

6½d 

  92* 3s 

10d 

   202 8s 5d 220 9s 2d    575* 23s 

11½d 

1581-

1582 

338 14s 

1d 

460 19s 

2d 

   442 18s 

5d 

580 24s 

2d 

1,830 75s 

10d 

1582-

1583 

507 21s 

1½d 

392 16s  

4d 

   580* 

 

28s 

4d 

720 30s 2,199* 

 

95s 

9½d 

1583-

1584 

400* 

 

21s 

8d 

500 20s 

10d 

   680 28s 

4d 

670 

 

27s 

11d 

2,250* 

 

98s 

9d 

1584-

1585 

540 22s 

6d 

732 30s 

6d 

1,040 43s 

4d 

 663* 29s 

6d 

2,975* 125s 

10d  

 

On several occasions the money collected and the number of dozens did not match, and this 

is indicated by an asterisk.  Given this was a financial account, concerned with accounting for 

the city’s income, the money totals are more likely to be accurate than those of the count of 

hose.   

The total amount collected in the period for knit hose was £21 2d, which was 3.4% of 

the city’s total profit of around £616 from the farm.10 The total dozen hose listed are 9,829 

(or 117,948 pairs); or, if we go by the total monetary figure recorded, then this rises to 10,084 

dozen (or 121,008 pairs). The hose are simply listed as per dozen, but the Assembly Orders 

refer to dozen pairs, so it is probably safe to assume this is actually a dozen pairs.11  The rate 

in the accounts is given as an ‘ob the dozen’:12 an ‘obulus’ being a halfpenny.13  No 

allowance seems to be made for size or yarn.  The sample is too small for statistical analysis. 

In 1580/1 the city was only just getting organised for collection, so although any increase in 

the amount collected could be due to a growth in production, it might equally well reflect 

                                                 
10 F. Meeres, The welcome stranger:  Dutch, Walloon and Huguenot incomers to Norwich 1550-1750 (Norwich, 

2018), p.65.  
11 J. C. Tingey (comp. and ed.), The records of the city of Norwich. Volume II containing documents relating to 

the social and economic progress of the city with an introduction  (Norwich, 1910), p.147. 
12 NRO, NCR 17d: Treasurer’s book of Aulnage or Hallage accounts. 
13 ‘obolus, n..2’ A halfpenny Oxford English Dictionary [Accessed online www.oed.com/ on 8 August 2019]. 

http://www.oed.com/
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increased efficiency on the part of collectors.  There does not seem to be any obvious link 

between season and number of stockings.  In addition, we do not know how many pairs 

avoided being sealed for aulnage in Norwich: contemporary evidence elsewhere in England 

suggests this might have been considerable.14 

The city council wanted to continue farming the aulnage after 1585. In November 

1584 two aldermen were appointed to negotiate with the Lord Treasurer to obtain the aulnage 

and subsidy for the city, presumably after its expiry in 1585.15 In a petition of 1585, the 

mayor and aldermen offered a sum of 400 marks and an annual payment of £5 if the farm 

were granted for twelve years, or nine score pounds, plus the annual £5 if the grant were for 

seven years.16   However, their application failed, and it seems to have reverted to being 

farmed by FitzWilliam and Delves again until 1606, when it passed to the Duke of Lennox.17  

Exports of Norwich cloth (and presumably stockings) which went through London were 

rarely sold through the official selling marketplace of Blackwell Hall, making transactions 

harder for the aulnagers to trace.18 Norwich and Norfolk cloth had traditionally been excused 

‘hallage’ in London, despite Norwich merchants selling these to London merchants and 

factors, and they continued this practice into the seventeenth century.19  No records have been 

found of the sums of money collected by FitzWilliam and Delves, and there are no figures for 

Norwich after 1585. 

                                                 
14 J. Thirsk, Economic policy and projects: the development of a consumer society in early modern England 

(Oxford, 1978), pp.61-62. 
15 J. C. Tingey (comp. and ed.), The records of the city of Norwich. Volume II containing documents relating to 

the social and economic progress of the city with an introduction.  (Norwich, 1910), p.193. 
16 BL Lansdowne v.44 ff.70: The Mayor and Aldermen of Norwich – petition to Burghley for farming alnage 

[sic] 1585. Accessed through www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online14 June 2018. 
17 N. J. Williams, ‘Two documents concerning new draperies’, Economic History Review 2nd series, 4 (1952), 

pp.353-358, p.354. 
18 N. J. Williams, ‘Two documents concerning new draperies’, Economic History Review 2nd series, 4 (1952), 

pp.353-358, p.358. 
19 E. Kerridge, Textile manufactures in early modern England (Manchester, 1985), pp.216-218.  
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There are, however, figures for somewhere else in East Anglia from Michaelmas 1594 

to Michaelmas 1595. The State Papers include a document entitled ‘Woollen comodities [sic] 

transported out of the realme’ for this twelve month period, but when this is examined the 

rate of duty paid is the aulnage rate of an ob (halfpenny) per dozen, which is further 

confirmed on the reverse which states that the items were transported to London.20  It is 

possible this is a record from the head port of Ipswich, which covered the Essex and Suffolk 

ports, as many of the cloths listed are described with the adjective Sudbury or Colchester.  

Stockings are included in this listing, and broken down by worsted and woollen, and by 

English and ‘Stranger’ merchants: the latter were non-native born, and most likely from the 

Low Countries.  It gives a sense of how big the trade was that attracted the attention of 

officials by then.  English merchants transported 30,657 pairs of worsted stockings and 1,410 

pairs of woollen stockings, whilst ‘Stranger’ merchants were responsible for 2,798 pairs of 

worsted and 183 woollen pairs; making a total of just over 35,000 pairs, with the sum 

collected for these listed as an ob a dozen, although the total figure of £6 1s 8d is very 

slightly short (0.499d per dozen). Norwich’s average for the period 1580/1 – 1584/5 was 

around 24,000 pairs, but by 1594/5 stockings had become much more common.   

Port books and export duty 

Port books give evidence of both external and internal trade, including details of cargoes 

loaded, suggesting that these would make an excellent source of evidence for understanding 

the movement of knitted goods: however, not all port books give details of cargoes, some 

simply record shipping movements.  Furthermore, some documents simply record ‘apparell’ 

rather than breaking goods down into specific items.   

                                                 
20 TNA, SP12/253 f.171 Woollen comodities transported out of the realme … Michaelmas 1594 – Michaelmas 

1595. Accessed through www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online 26 August 2018.  

http://www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online
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The earliest official ‘customs’ record for ‘knithose’ found by this research are from 

the 1520s. These are in a roll of the petty customs and dues collected in Sandwich, between 

1524 and 1530.21  There are six entries in total for varying numbers of gross (i.e. 144) 

knithose, ranging from one to twelve: the first gross is charged at 1d, but entries for later, 

multiple, gross have a note that the rate was a halfpenny per gross. There is no indication if 

the gross was 144 pairs, or if the knithose were counted individually.   

The later Tudor period saw a revolution in customs administration. New fiscal 

arrangements were developed to establish central control over customs duties for export and 

import, making it a national system based on a standard book of rates which was to be used in 

every port. The Book of rates was issued several times in the latter part of the sixteenth 

century: the 1582 version only gives the export duty on just three items which were created 

by knitting, which suggests that these were the only knitted items being exported in any 

quantity.  Caps unbuttoned were charged at 16s 8d the dozen, whilst long hose were charged 

at 3s 4d the pair, and short hose at 8s per dozen.22  The value put on the stockings by the 

Book of rates was not the real price being paid for them, which was usually higher.   The 

same three export items, with the same rates of duty are also listed in the 156223  and 159024 

books of rates.  None of these items are specifically described as being knitted, unlike the 

inward items, which do carry the term ‘knit’, but the length qualification never seems to be 

applied to cloth hose.  Assuming the hose in the 1562 book are knitted, this suggests that the 

                                                 
21 TNA, E101/518/45: King’s Remembrancer: accounts of the issues and profits of the bailiwick of Sandwich by 

land and sea. Roll dated 15 -22 [years] Henry VIII, membranes 5r.-9r. 
22 T. S. Willan, (ed.) A Tudor book of rates 1582 (Manchester, 1962), pp.66-67. See above: ch2: The production 

process: what do the sources show was being knitted, pp.8-10 for a discussion about lengths and types of 

hose/stockings. 
23 The Rates of the Custom house, Subsidye or Poundage. (London, 1562).  Available online through the Cecil 

Papers. Accessed through https://search.proquest.com 3 May 2019, images 90 and 92. 
24 The rates of the Custome house reduced into a much better order for the redier finding of any thing therin 

contained…againe newly corrected, enlarged and amended (London, 1590), p.41 and opposite p.42. 

https://search.proquest.com/
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export of knitted stockings developed in the middle of the century, rather than in the last 

quarter.   

These customs reforms came to fruition under William Cecil, Lord Burghley, in the 

1560s.  The export books to record trade were instituted in 1564, but are best taken as a 

general guide, rather than exact figures.25  Customs duties were farmed out like the aulnage: 

Cecil’s policy was to farm it out for periods long enough for the ‘Customer’, as the farmer 

was called, to create an adequate collection machinery, but to ensure the period was 

sufficiently short that the Crown could raise the rent of the ‘farm’ quickly if trade appeared to 

be increasing.26  Croft examined the Port of London books, and noted 200 pairs of knitted 

stockings were exported from April to September 1576, but by the end of the century the 

number had expanded greatly: from Michaelmas 1598 to Michaelmas 1599, 12,724 pairs of 

worsted, and 816 pairs of woollen knitted stockings were exported including 408 worsted 

pairs to the Baltic.27   These figures are purely the items exported by English merchants: the 

alien merchants had separate records, but Croft does not give any aliens’ figures for the 

sixteenth century.28   

Great Yarmouth was the port for Norwich, but tracing the trade through Yarmouth is 

difficult: many of the port books for Norfolk ports in the late Tudor period are in such a poor 

state of preservation that the National Archives will not produce them for researchers.  On the 

other hand, Norwich merchants enjoyed freedom from toll in Yarmouth and thus might not 

have been named in their custom records, anyway.29  Michell suggests that items being sent 

                                                 
25 P. Croft, ‘The rise of the English stocking export trade’, Textile History, 18 (1987), pp.3-16, p.4.  
26 L. L. S. Lowe, Mr Customer Smythe, customer of the port of London 1570-1589, unpublished D Phil thesis, 

University of Oxford, 1950, p.1-2. [Listed as M. Litt. thesis on library catalogue.]  
27 P. Croft, ‘The rise of the English stocking export trade’, Textile History, 18 (1987), pp.3-16, p.5. 
28 P. Croft, ‘The rise of the English stocking export trade’, Textile History, 18 (1987), pp.3-16, p.12.  
29 P. Dunn, ‘Trade’, in Rawcliffe, Carol and Wilson, Richard (eds.), Medieval Norwich (London, 2004), pp.213-

234, p.218. 
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through Yarmouth were being under-recorded, and masters did not declare their own 

‘enterprises’.30   

There are a few later sixteenth century records of hose sent in cargoes to elsewhere in 

England from Yarmouth. The earliest found from there for this dissertation is in the port book 

for Yarmouth for September – November 1573. On 13th October 16 pairs of knit hose were 

recorded in a cargo leaving Yarmouth for Newcastle.  In the same book are recorded, in 

November, [five?] dozen hose being sent to Hampshire, and ten dozen women’s hose being 

exported to Flushing.31 Given this early date, it might be that these latter two cargoes were 

cloth hose: Croft has a total of 3,300 pairs of kersey (cloth) hose being exported from London 

between April and September 1576.32  In 1597-1598 10 dozen woollen stockings were sent 

from Yarmouth to London, and also possibly another 8 dozen: the descriptor for these latter is 

unclear.33 

Michell’s examination of Yarmouth’s port books lists pairs of men’s stockings for 

three years in the 1590s: 25 in 1591-2, 288 in 1594-5 and 750 in 1599-1600, which raised a 

duty of £0.15, £1.8 and £5 respectively. Numbers rise to over 2,000 pairs annually in the first 

decade of the seventeenth century, and then from 1619 to between 50,000 and 70,000 pairs.34  

Michell does not explain why he decided that these were men’s stockings, nor does he appear 

to consider that some of these may well have been cloth stockings: as late as 1659 soldiers 

                                                 
30 A. R. Michell, The port and town of Great Yarmouth and its economic and social relationships with its 

neighbours on both sides of the seas 1550-1714, an essay in the history of the North Sea economy, unpublished 

PhD thesis, University of Cambridge, 1978, p.168. 
31 Cecil papers CP7/84: The certificate of wares, merchandize, and commodities of the realm laden and 

discharged at Yarmouth, from port to port, from the last day of September 1573 to the last day of November 

next ensuing, f. .2, f.14.  [Accessed through https://search.proquest.com 21 March 2018.] 
32 P. Croft, ‘The rise of the English stocking export trade’, Textile History, 18 (1987), pp.3-16, p.5. 
33National Archives, E190/479/16: Yarmouth Port book 1597-1598 Customer and controller coastal, f.10v entry 

6 line 7, and f.10v last entry line 7.  
34 A. R. Michell, ‘The port and town of Great Yarmouth and its economic and social relationships with its 

neighbours on both sides of the seas 1550-1714, an essay in the history of the North Sea economy’, unpublished 

PhD thesis, University of Cambridge, 1978, vol.2 table 4.7. 

https://search.proquest.com/
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sent to Flanders were wearing cloth stockings.35  Michell also suggests that in the early 

seventeenth century 20% of stockings were undeclared for customs duty: between 1600 and 

1607 847 pairs were seized that had not had duty paid on them.36 How he arrived at his 

conclusion of 20% undeclared is not explained, and since there is no evidence detailing any 

seizures in the late sixteenth century this line of reasoning cannot be used to quantify possible 

avoidance in that earlier period.  

Research for this dissertation discovered a very few instances of stockings being 

exported from Norfolk in the later sixteenth century.  The ten dozen women’s hose exported 

from Yarmouth to Flushing in November 1573 has been discussed above.37  The next export 

found was that in October 1589 when Giles Symonds sent five dozen pairs of ‘knytt hose 

short’ to La Rochelle, paying 10s in custom dues.38  Fifty pairs of white jersey stockings were 

exported from Yarmouth to Camphere in the Low Countries in 1597 (an export not included 

in Michell’s figures).39   

Ultimately, although the figures above in this section do provide information, trying 

to trace the export trade to provide an accurate picture in this period of movement of 

stockings in this period as maritime cargo is not a practical proposition: comprehensive 

figures are simply not available. What little evidence there is can only point at the fact the 

trade existed.  The Medieval and Tudor ships website suggests Yarmouth was regularly 

trading with other countries: in 1573-4 there are some 80 voyages listed, mostly to the Low 

                                                 
35 J. Thirsk, ‘The fantastical folly of fashion: the English stocking knitting industry 1500 – 1700’, in N. B. Harte 

and K. G. Ponting (eds.) Textile history and economic history: essays in honour of Julia de Lacy Mann 

(Manchester, 1973), pp.50–73, p.54. 
36 A. R. Michell, ‘The port and town of Great Yarmouth and its economic and social relationships with its 

neighbours on both sides of the seas 1550-1714, an essay in the history of the North Sea economy’, unpublished 

PhD thesis, University of Cambridge, 1978, vol.1, p.31, vol.2 table 2.1. 
37 Cecil papers CP7/84: The certificate of wares, merchandize, and commodities of the realm laden and 

discharged at Yarmouth, from port to port, from the last day of September 1573 to the last day of November 

next ensuing, f.14.  [Accessed through https://search.proquest.com 21 March 2018.] 
38 B. Cozens-Hardy, ‘The maritime trade of the port of Blakeney, which included Cley and Wiveton 1587-1590’ 

in P. Millican, (ed.), Norfolk Record Society, 8 (1936), pp.17-37, p.35. 
39 TNA, E190/479/9: Yarmouth Port book 1597-1598 Customer overseas, f.4v 2nd item line 5. 

https://search.proquest.com/
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Countries and France.40  The existence of the Dutch and Walloon Strangers in Norwich might 

also have provided personal trading links and facilities with their contacts and families left in 

the Low Countries: certainly Michell suggests that most of Norwich’s share of Yarmouth’s 

trade was conducted by recently settled Strangers.41  Thirsk suggests that hosiers might have 

bypassed the recognised merchants, and arranged the sale of their wares overseas through 

other people. 42 Norfolk trade with the Baltic countries was growing in the 1580s and 1590s, 

especially through King’s Lynn.43  There is better documentation for the seventeenth century 

for at least some places. For instance, the port books for King’s Lynn have been transcribed 

for 1610-4, and provide a detailed picture of the amount and types of stocking exports.  

Nearly 2,000 pairs were sent abroad, both worsted and woollen stockings, some described as 

short, white or coloured, and children’s, especially in 1612-1613.  Most went to the Low 

Countries, but some to Elbing in Poland, and even 18 to Norway.44 

Conclusion 

Aulnage records provide information on the minimum volume of production in Norwich at 

the beginning of the 1580s, showing that there was sufficient volume of production that it 

was worth taxing. Chapter 5 discusses how this might relate to the number of potential 

knitters.45  The evidence for maritime trade shows that stockings were sent as cargoes, both 

elsewehere in England and abroad.  The infrequency with which these are recorded means 

this can only be treated as anecdotal evidence, as they are not sufficient to show the size of 

                                                 
40 Medieval and Tudor ships, accessed online 17 April 2019 at www.medievalandtudorships.org. 
41 A. R. Michell, The port and town of Great Yarmouth and its economic and social relationships with its 

neighbours on both sides of the seas 1550-1714, an essay in the history of the North Sea economy, unpublished 

PhD thesis, University of Cambridge, 1978, vol.1 p.41. 
42 J. Thirsk, Economic policy and projects: the development of a consumer society in early modern England 

(Oxford, 1978), p.64 
43 A. Groth, ‘Merchants and trade: trade and merchants from Lynn in the Baltic ports at the end of the 16 th 

century and in the first half of the 17th century’ in K. Friedland and P. Richards (eds.), Essays in Hanseatic 

history: the King’s Lynn symposium 1998 (Dereham, 2005), pp.51-63, pp.54, 55. 
44 G. A. Metters, The King’s Lynn port books 1610-1614 (Norwich, 2009).  
45 See below: ch 5: Analysis of the knitters in the Norwich census: conclusion, p.56.  

http://www.medievalandtudorships.org/
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the trade in the sixteenth century.  Seventeenth century records provide a much more detailed 

picture of the export trade, which would allow for quantitative analysis. 
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Chapter 4:  Fragmentary evidence on the trade in knitting and knitters of 

Norwich 

In contrast to chapter 5, which considers the most significant documentary evidence for later 

sixteenth century knitters in Norwich, this chapter looks at a variety of other small pieces of 

evidence for the trade in knitting stockings in Norwich, and the knitters who produced them, 

which expands our understanding of the ‘industry’.  It examines the sale of knitted stockings 

and evidence in hosiers’ inventories of knitting production, before considering documentation 

for the role that the ‘Strangers’ played in the knitting industry.  It concludes with a discussion 

on the wages of knitters, and evidence about knitters from civic records.  The ephemeral 

nature of knitting as an industry means that information often occurs as a brief sentence, but 

this can still be used to expand our knowledge of both the creation of knitted items and the 

trade in them. This chapter draws on a wide range of sources including the Norwich city 

records, inventories, household accounts and letters, royal warrants, and contemporary 

writings.  It also uses material from elsewhere to provide a useful comparison with Norwich 

practice, or fill in a gap in Norwich information. When appropriate, the usefulness and the 

reliability of this evidence is discussed. 

Buying and selling of Norwich stockings for onward sale 

There is little evidence to show how individuals carried on a trade in knitted items. It is likely 

that Norwich merchants sent knitted stockings to London, but these did not go through the 

official channels of Blackwell Hall there1, so there are no systematic records.  The aulnage 

disputes in the first decade of the seventeenth century include a case which gives information 

on the journey to London from Norwich of a carrier’s cart, along with the attempts of the 

aulnager’s officials to seize articles from it because aulnage had not been paid on the items 

                                                 
1 See ch.3: Official sources: aulnage, p. 27. 
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being carried, which included stockings.2  By 1626 there were about 20 carriers working from 

Norwich to London and back, a round journey of 13 days, including rests on Sundays and 

three days in London.3  Thirsk suggests that the farmers of the aulnage collected their dues 

through the main carriers to London, but that small producers used smaller traders, or even 

sold their wares direct to chapmen.4  Although this is seventeenth century evidence, Norwich 

items were going to London in the sixteenth century and probably by the 1580s more were 

being exported from there than from Yarmouth, although they were purchased informally in 

inns and corners.5 

A letter from John Underwood to his brother, written in Norwich, dated 13 August 

1580 includes a comment that he had made a contract ‘with Peter Noxton for hose to send 

uppe every fortnight’.6  Although it does not specify that these are knit hose, it is likely that 

they are by this date. No number of hose is specified, but it might be that he could not obtain 

the same number every fortnight.  There is no more detail about Peter Noxton in the letter, 

but it might be he was the Peter Noxton who was married at St Michael’s Cornhill, London in 

January 1579/80.7   

Some trade was done on a less formal system than through merchants, although there 

is no specific evidence of this for Norwich knitted goods. There is evidence from elsewhere 

of people who were not merchants buying hose to sell on. For instance, Williams Heyrick’s 

brother Robert wrote to him in London in 1594 that he was sending 40 pairs of good worsted 

                                                 
2 J. Thirsk, Economic policy and projects: the development of a consumer society in early modern England 

(Oxford, 1978), pp.62-63. 
3 K. J. Allison, ‘The Norfolk worsted industry in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries II’, Yorkshire Bulletin 

of Economic and Social Research 13 (1961), pp.61-77, p.76. 
4 J. Thirsk, Economic policy and projects: the development of a consumer society in early modern England 

(Oxford, 1978), p.64. 
5 N. J. Williams, ‘Two documents concerning new draperies’, Economic History Review 2nd series, 4 (1952), 

pp.353-358, p.358. 
6 TNA, SP 46/32 fo.89: John Underwood to his brother 13 August 1580. Accessed through 

www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online 6 August 2018. 
7 London Metropolitan Archives, P69/MIC2/A/001/MS04061: Church of England Parish Registers, 1538-1812, 

Marriage of Peter Noxton, Jan 1579/80. [Accessed through Ancestry www.ancestry.com 24 April 2019.] 

http://www.gale.com/uk/primary-sources/state-papers-online
http://www.ancestry.com/
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hose which William was to sell for £12 – or ‘lay them up in his press’ as Robert could not 

afford to let them go for less.8 Stratford-upon-Avon’s bailiff advised his son a few years later 

in 1598 that if Shakespeare had spare cash it could be used to buy stockings to resell: a lot of 

stockings had been available for sale in Evesham the other week.9  

Evidence of purchases of Norwich hose, and of stockings in Norfolk 

Queen Elizabeth’s silk woman, Alice Mountague, is recorded supplying the Queen with four 

pairs of Norwich worsted hose in the winter of 1576-7, and a further two pairs in the summer 

of 1577, but the warrants do not reveal whether the work was carried by knitters in Norwich, 

or Alice knitted the stockings from Norwich worsted yarn.10  

The papers of Nathaniel Bacon at Stiffkey provide some information about knitting 

production.  The household accounts for 1587-97 detail several tailors’ bills, including some 

from Peckover and Gallyard.  Very few pairs of stockings had been bought from the tailors: 

Peckover’s bill lists two in 1594 for 4s each, but Gallyard sold more expensive ones, ranging 

from a pair of fine stockings for 12s in 1588, to a fine black pair for 11s and a pair of ‘sad 

grene’ ones for 13s 4d in 1593.  The cheapest were bought in 1590, when he charged 7s for 

the pair of stockings and also 16d for dyeing them purple.11  Even the fine stockings are 

likely to be made of wool – silk stockings were much more expensive, usually over £2 a 

pair.12 Clearly, the Bacons were sourcing their stockings from elsewhere: were they buying 

from a local hosier, or employing servants to knit them?  Chapman is mentioned as the tailor 

                                                 
8 J. Gough, ‘The Heyricke letters, illustrating the state of Leicester in the reigns of Elizabeth and James I’, 

Transactions of the Leicestershire Architectural and Archaeological Society, 2 (1870) pp.11-20, p.13. 
9 E. Fripp, Master Richard Quyny Bailiff of Stratford-upon-Avon and friend of William Shakespeare (Oxford, 

1924), p.145. 
10 BL Egerton MS 2806: A booke of Warrantes to the great Guarderobe, Tempore Regine Elizabeth, towchyng 

her Maiesties Roobes and Appareill…10-31 Eliz. (1568-1589), ff.115r, f.120v. 
11 E. Stern, ‘Peckover and Gallyard, two sixteenth-century Norfolk tailors’ Costume, 15 (1981), pp.13-23, 

pp.21-23. 
12 See, for instance, S. Adams, Household accounts and disbursement books of Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester 

1558-1561; 1584–1586 (London, 1996), pp.87, 91 and G R Batho, ‘The household papers of Henry Percy Ninth 

Earl of Northumberland (1564 – 1632) Camden Third series XCII (London, 1962), pp.63, 74. 
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who ‘foots’ or soles’ stockings and hose, but no further details are provided.13 Refooting and 

mending stockings was common in the period – even the Queen had her hose repaired.14 

Inventories 

In theory, hosiers’ and merchants’ inventories might provide details of the stock they kept 

and the size of their trade. However, for all of England, very few of these are have been 

found which include knitted items.  No Norwich inventories have been systematically 

transcribed and published for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  There are no 

inventories of knitters listed in the Record Office catalogue from the late sixteenth and early 

seventeenth century, but there are three inventories of hosiers.  Roger Kilham’s inventory 

made in 1593 lists no trade items.15  George Baron’s inventory made in 1595 lists 586 pairs 

of coloured stockings worth £15, another 432 pairs worth £4 in total, and  20 pairs of white 

stockings worth £3 3s 4d. The price for the first and last could match a market rate, but that 

for the group of 432 pairs is very low: one wonders if something was incorrectly entered.16  

In 1606 William Vandercam’s inventory includes 414 pairs of stockings at 2s the pair, with 

an inaccurate total value of £21 8s.17 Susanna Backowe’s inventory shows her executor 

putting yarn out to knitters, but does not list the finished goods, nor gives any detail of how 

they were sold.18 

There are a few non-Norfolk inventories which list hose that the deceased had for 

sale. The inventory of James Backhouse of Kirby in Londale [sic] was drawn up in 1578, and 

is the earliest example this research has found of an inventory which includes hose as sale 

stock.  Backhouse was selling a wide range of goods, but especially cloth and clothing.  His 

                                                 
13 E. Stern, ‘Peckover and Gallyard, two sixteenth-century Norfolk tailors’ Costume, 15 (1981), pp.13-23, p.14. 
14 J. Arnold, Queen Elizabeth’s wardrobe unlock’d (Leeds, 1988), p.209. 
15 NRO, DN/INV 10/372: Inventory of Roger Kilham, 1593. 
16 NRO, DN/INV 12/60: Inventory of George Baron, 1595. 
17 NRO, DN/INV 21/20: Inventory of William Vandercam 1606/7. 
18 NRO, DN/INV 15/233: Inventory of Susan(na) Backowe, 1598, f.1. 
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inventory includes seven different types of hose, ranging in price from 6d to 20d per pair, and 

in quantities between 4 and 6 pairs. He also has ‘knyt’ bags.19    The inventory of John 

Anthony of Exeter, drawn up in 1598, shows that he was very wealthy, and mostly dealt in 

fabrics, lace and accessories, of which he had a huge amount of stock. It lists 304 hose, about 

60% worsted and 40% woollen, and also 13 silk hose.  The ones made from wool are listed 

mostly by their values, which range from 1s 10d to 9s, and by the yarn used.  There are 24 

different entries, although there are some duplications of type and price;20 but the modern 

researcher cannot know what the difference was between apparently similar pairs, such as 

worsted hose valued at 7s 6d and those valued at 7s 4d a pair. 

Although these inventories show that there were merchants who held stock of 

stockings, and some who dealt with them in large quantities, there are insufficient to quantify 

how much stock a typical merchant might hold, or to indicate regional variations.  There is no 

evidence how a merchant acquired his stock, nor to whom he would have sold it.  

The ‘Strangers’ 

It is possible that the ‘Strangers’ who arrived in Norwich in the 1560s from the Low 

Countries and brought with them the skills to make the ‘new draperies’ were also involved in 

knitting stockings.  The Strangers were both Dutch and Walloon, and were initially invited in 

the 1560s to stimulate the weaving industry.  Most of the documentary evidence of their work 

in Norwich concerns spinning and weaving; and the comprehensive Book of orders originally 

drafted in 1570, and promulgated in 1577, and again in 1581, by the city council, lays down 

very strict rules governing how they carried out their cloth weaving.21   

                                                 
19 J. Raine, ‘Wills and inventories from the registry of the Archdeaconry of Richmond, extending over portions 

of the counties of York, Westmorland, Cumberland and Lancaster’ Surtees Society 26 (1853), pp.276-278. 
20 J. Crocker, Elizabethan inventories and wills of the Exeter orphans’ court Parts I and II.  (Exeter: Devon and 

Cornwall Record Society, 2016), Part II, p.369. 
21 NRO, MS 21539: Transcript and English abstract of the Book of Dutch Orders [concerning wool] of 1581 

(NCR17d/2) in Dutch with some English notes; transcribed by P.A. Harthorne 1970/1974.   
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From time to time the city authority ordered head counts of the Strangers. By 1571 

there were nearly 4,000 in the city, whose native population was between 10,000 and 12,000. 

This later declined due to epidemics, but then returned to this level in the 1580s.22  Nancy 

Ives, who researched the Strangers in great detail, but never published her work, found 

hosiers among the Stranger population, the first two probably by 1576.23  There is no 

evidence how these hosiers sourced their goods.  When Queen Elizabeth visited the city in 

1578 the Strangers presented a tableau to her showing all the weaving and spinning their 

community carried out, and also: ‘eight small women children….knitting of worsted yarn 

hose’.24  Susanna Backowe and her executor were part of this community,25 but it seems 

unlikely that they were the only Stranger hosiers in 1590s Norwich, given the number of 

Strangers and the size of the trade shown elsewhere.  However, this research has been unable 

to find more than the odd reference to knitting and stockings amongst this community. 

Wages earned by knitters 

The earliest information concerning knitters’ wages in the region comes from Ipswich, in the 

Ipswich census of the poor made in 1597.26   Individual wages are given for twelve children, 

which vary between 1d and 11d weekly, with nine earning between 4d and 8d. Two children 

aged 14 and 15 made a combined wage of 20d, whilst three aged 10, 12 and 14 made a 

combined wage of 12d. Only four adults whose only occupation is knitting have wages given, 

one adult earned 2s a week, two 4d and the fourth 12d.  Although these earnings were low, 

they would nevertheless have been a useful contribution to the household income.  The 

                                                 
22 F. Meeres, The welcome stranger:  Dutch, Walloon and Huguenot incomers to Norwich 1550-1750 (Norwich, 

2018), pp.38-48. 
23 NRO, MC 3015: Nancy Ives Research papers, Box 15. Her notes imply her source was the 1576 subsidy, but 

Norfolk Record Office state that the subsidy does not include occupations. 
24 The details of the pageant are transcribed in various nineteenth century histories, including F. Blomefield, An 

essay towards a topographical history of the county of Norfolk: volume 3, the history of the city and county of 

Norwich, Part I (London, 1806), p.307. [Accessed through www.british-history.ac.uk 29 June 2018.] 
25 NRO, DN/INV 15/233: Inventory of Susan(na) Backowe, 1598 
26 J. Webb, Poor relief in Elizabethan Ipswich (Ipswich, 1966), pp.119-140. 

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/
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Hunstanton account books of Alice LeStrange made in the 1610s in north-west Norfolk 

record payments to various people for knitting stockings.  With two exceptions these range 

from 3d or 4d for a pair for her children when they were small to 2s 6d for a pair for her 

husband.27  These knitters were local people, and are sometimes named in the accounts.28  In 

1594 the Bacon accounts record a payment of 15s for knitting a pair of tawny silk stockings 

for Nathaniel Bacon.29 The wording of the entry suggests that this was purely for the act of 

knitting and did not include the yarn: these stockings would have been knit at a much finer 

gauge, and might well have been made by a skilled craftsman who specialised in silk knitting. 

The only specific information on wages paid in Norwich in this period, however, 

contradicts the evidence of knitters’ low wages.   In 1600 Thomas Wilson commented that in 

Norwich it had been estimated that children between 6 to 10 years of age earned £12,000 

annually towards their own keep, mostly by knitting fine jersey stockings.  He thought every 

child aged seven and above was able to earn four shillings a week at that trade.30   Wilson’s 

source is unknown. Four shillings a week is very high, much higher than elsewhere for 

knitters, in both the sixteenth century and later.31  Muldrew has calculated that the average 

earnings of a married woman spinner in 1580 were 1s 1½d per week and 1s 4d in 1620.32  

Tudor commentators such as Wilson did not produce their estimates in a vacuum and 

it would be interesting to know how he arrived at his figure.  A description of making woad 

                                                 
27 J. Whittle and E. Griffiths, Consumption and gender in the early seventeenth-century household: the world of 

Alice Le Strange (Oxford, 2012), p.66.  I am grateful to Jane Whittle for extracting the data on sums paid to 

knitters from The housewife in early modern rural England database (Economic and Social Research Council 

RES-143-25-0014, produced 2003-2007). 
28 J. Whittle and E. Griffiths, Consumption and gender in the early seventeenth-century household: the world of 

Alice Le Strange (Oxford, 2012), p.66. 
29  E. Stern, ‘Peckover and Gallyard, two sixteenth-century Norfolk tailors’ Costume, 15 (1981), pp.13-23, p.21. 
30 T. Wilson, ‘The state of England, Anno Dom, 1600’, in  Fisher, F. J. (ed.), Camden Miscellany v.16, Camden 

Society 3rd series, 52 (1936), p.20. 
31 L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Working hand knitters in England from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries’, 

Textile History, 41 (2010), pp.70-85, pp.73-75. 
32 C. Muldrew,‘ “Th’ ancient distaff” and “whirling spindle”: measuring the contribution of spinning to 

household earnings and the national economy in England 1550-1770’, Economic History Review, 65 (2012), 

pp.498-526, p.519.  
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from 1586 includes an estimate that knitting two pairs of stockings would earn 6s, which is 

also high, but it might be that this author and Wilson used a similar source, now lost.33   A 

1617 Norwich hosier’s inventory records 99 pairs of ‘collerd jersey hose’, with two values 

for the individual pair: 3s 8d and 2s 8d.34 Although this inventory was made several years 

after Wilson was writing, 3s 8d is close to Wilson’s 4s, and if the children were making two 

pairs weekly, as is commonly stated by contemporaries,35 this would allow 3s 4d for the yarn 

and other expenses over the 4s paid to them.  

Wilson’s figure of earnings of 4s a week extrapolated into 50 weeks work a year 

implies that each child could earn £10 annually.  If his figure of £12,000 is correct, then 

1,200 children were knitting fine stockings in Norwich, on a full-time basis.  The population 

of Norwich including the Strangers was 12,000 to 15,000 in this period,36 and the 1,200 child 

knitters aged between 6 and 10 would thus make up between 8% and 10% of this total 

population.   If Wilson were indeed correct, and this number of child knitters were the case, it 

seems surprising this is not mentioned in other sources as it is a sizeable part of the 

population.  Around 7.4% of the poor children in the census were knitters, but this figure 

covers children from ages two to sixteen;37 although it should be noted that the largest overall 

number of knitters (33%) were in the age group 8 to 13 years.38 

                                                 
33 BL Lansdowne v121 ff.165-172: A brief description of the true and perfitt making of woad….a note 

concerning our English wolle made into Jersey yarne 25 April 1586, f.172. 
34 NRO, DN/INV 28/131: Inventory of Henry Sheardley of Norwich, hosier, 1617. 
35 See, for instance, J. Thirsk, ‘The fantastical folly of fashion: the English stocking knitting industry 1500 – 

1700’, in N. B. Harte and K. G. Ponting (eds.), Textile history and economic history: essays in honour of Julia 

de Lacy Mann (Manchester, 1973), pp.50–73, p.64. 
36 R. Tittler, ‘Society and social relations in British provincial towns’, in R. Tittler and N. Jones (eds), A 

companion to Tudor Britain (Oxford, 2004, paperback 2009), pp. 363-380, p.364. 
37 See below: ch.5: Analysis of knitters in the Norwich census: child knitters, pp.50-1. 
38 See below: ch.5: Analysis of knitters in the Norwich census: child knitters, pp.55-6. 
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Evidence from the civic records in Norwich and York. 

Information about knitters occasionally appears in the Norwich City Assembly Books.  Two 

entries from the 1570s show the city attempting to regulate knitters, or those who employed 

them.  In 1575/6 there is an obscure entry in the City Assembly Book which mentions a bill 

presented by the Mayor ‘for the disorder that is [used?]  retayning women growne to be 

knytters’, amongst other matters.39 Those present at the time would understand the reasons 

for this record, but these are now lost. A clearer instruction occurs in 1577, when the 

employment of unapprenticed children to work on hose was made a punishable offence.40 

Presumably the city authorities preferred the children to be apprenticed so they were under 

the control and guidance of a master rather than working on their own account: Wilson does 

not provide any information on how the children knitting hose in 1600 were managed.41   

There are records of knitting schools being set up in a few towns, such as York, 

Ipswich or Lincoln in the 1590s.42 Norwich had one set up by 1592: the evidence for this 

comes from a note in the Assembly book that the school was being closed due to illness.43  

This is the only reference to this school, but clearly children needed to be taught to knit, as 

had been the case in 1570, when Agnes Palmer was teaching children to knit.44  It is possible 

that a Norwich man took his abilities to York to assist in the setting up of the knitting school 

there in 1591.  The York House books record in August 1591 that Nicholas Little, a Norwich 

man, was to meet with some of the council for setting up the working of sayes and 

                                                 
39 NRO, NCR 16d/3 City Assembly book 1553 -1583, f.250. 
40 F. Meeres, The welcome stranger:  Dutch, Walloon and Huguenot incomers to Norwich 1550-1750 (Norwich, 

2018), p.63. 
41 T. Wilson, ‘The state of England, Anno Dom, 1600’, in  Fisher, F. J. (ed.), Camden Miscellany v.16, Camden 

Society 3rd series, 52 (1936), p.20. 
42 L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘Working hand knitters in England from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, 

Textile History, 41 (2010), pp. 70-85, p.77.  
43 F. Meeres, The story of Norwich (Andover, 2001), p.101. 
44 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p.58.  
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worsteads,45 and the following month some on the Council were to meet with Little and with 

John Cheeseman, knitter, ‘touchinge the matter of knittinge’.46 

Conclusion 

This chapter has considered fragmentary evidence for the trade in knitted stockings and the 

knitters who produced them, which nevertheless expands our understanding of the industry 

and its workings. It has drawn on a very diverse range of sources, from official to personal, 

including city records, royal warrants, household accounts, personal letters and inventories.  

This in turn shows that evidence for knitted items or knitters can be found in all levels and 

aspects of society.  In contrast to this fragmentary evidence used in this chapter, the next, and 

final, chapter considers the largest single body of evidence for knitters in Norwich by 

analysing the knitters who are recorded in the census of the poor made in 1570.  

 

 

  

                                                 
45 York City Archives, Y/COU/1/1/30: York House Book 1591, f.265v. 
46 York City Archives, Y/COU/1/1/30: York House Book,, 1591, f.270r. 



45 

 

Chapter 5: Analysis of knitters in the Norwich census of the poor 1570 

A census of the poor was made in 1570 by the Norwich civic authorities, prior to a 

reorganisation of the city’s existing system of poor relief.  The census enumerated 

approximately a quarter of all families then living in the city.1  People from the Dutch and 

Walloon ‘Stranger’ communities who settled in the 1560s were not included: part of the 

terms of their settlement was that they were responsible for supporting any of their number 

who fell upon hard times.  Although classified as ‘poor’, most of those enumerated were in 

employment and lived in their own homes, some even owning them. The census gives details 

of heads of households, and all those living with them, but usually only naming those over 

21.  Nevertheless, it allows individual family and household structures to be reconstructed 

because it provides details of ages and occupations of everyone in a household, including 

children; of marital status for those over 21; a comment on the level of poverty in a 

household; any alms being given; and also occasionally other information such as place of 

origin. It does not record individual wages, nor the actual income of a household. The census 

is a unique document, which enables an analysis of adult and child knitters in the lowest 

levels of society in the city in 1570.  To date, the only work analysing the data given in the 

census apart from Pound’s initial brief analyses in his published edition,2 are an earlier article 

he wrote on vagrancy including data from the census,3 a short article by O’Connell Edwards 

in 2001,4 and a brief comparison of some of the information in the census with other early 

modern surveys of the poor.5  Although what follows analyses the knitters listed in the 

census, it should be borne in mind that a large number of knitted items were being produced 

in Norwich, which would have needed more than the knitters listed to produce them. There 

                                                 
1 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p.7, 10. 
2 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), pp. 9 -21, 95-100. 
3 J.  F. Pound, ‘An Elizabethan census of the poor; the treatment of vagrancy in Norwich 1570-1580’, University 

of Birmingham Historical Journal, 8 (1962), pp.135-161 
4 L. O’Connell Edwards, ‘16th century knitters of Norwich’, Slipknot, n.91, March 2001, p.19. 
5 P. Slack, Poverty & policy in Tudor & Stuart England (London, 1988; 1993 imprint), pp. 73-85. 
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are likely to have been many other knitters in Norwich, who were managing to survive 

without being categorised as ‘poor’. 

Adult knitters 

It appears that Pound’s analysis may have undercounted: he lists 58 knitters over 21, whereas 

this analysis has found 61.  Pound gave the total number of women listed in the census as 

860, and found 726 of those to have occupations given.  Based on Pound’s overall totals, this 

means that if we assume all the adult knitters were female, then adult knitters formed 7.1% of 

the total poor female population, and 8.4% of the working poor female population. However, 

two of those in their very early twenties do not have a specific gender listed – they are just 

described as ‘child’.  The remainder are female.  For the sake of this analysis, it has been 

assumed that these other two are likely to have been female: where we know the sex of 

knitters in contemporary documents, nearly all of them are female.  There are, however,  

exceptions: for example, York knitting school in the 1590s had two male teachers, one of 

whom, Cheeseman, was clearly described as ‘the knitter’.6   

Adult knitters were spread across 25 parishes, mostly one or two in each parish, but 

35 (57%) lived in just seven parishes: St. Benet, St. Martin-at-Bale, St. Paul, St. Gregory, St. 

Peter per Montegate, St. Steven and St. Michael of Muspole.  

At least 16 (26%) of the knitters also had other occupations: 14 had one other noted 

by the enumerator, and two had two other occupations. Of these, 11 fell into the age group 

26-45, three were under 25 and spun, and the other two were over 50. Another woman is 

noted as a ‘gresse woman’, and the Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘gresse’ as fat or 

corpulent,7 so it seems most likely that it is a personal comment rather than anything else, 

possibly reflecting the practicalities of her being able to work.  Of the knitters with other 

                                                 
6 History of the County of York Vol.3 (Victoria County History) (London? 1974) pp.468-9. 
7 ‘grease, n’ Oxford English Dictionary [Accessed online www.oed.com on October 25th 2018]. 

http://www.oed.com/
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occupations, half also spun, one sewed, and the remainder either washed or ‘helped others’. 

One knitter, who was 80, was deemed unable to knit and received alms, but for the remaining 

43 (71%) knitters, knitting was their sole source of income.  On twelve occasions, what the 

knitter was making is detailed: nine were knitting hose, one was specifically described as 

making men’s hose; and two were making caps, although Norwich was not noted for cap-

making.  

Adult knitters were all ages, and could be single, married, deserted wives, or 

widowed.  Fifty-eight have their ages given: these range from 21 to 80 years.  A large number 

have an age ending in zero, especially those described as 40 (13 knitters) or 60 (6 knitters), 

which suggests estimations of age on behalf of the enumerator and / or the knitter. This 

analysis has therefore organised age groups so that the 10 year point appears at the centre of 

the group, working on the basis that most people would have a rough idea of how old they 

were, and would be most likely to round to the nearest ten-year point.  Table 2 shows the 

number in each age group, both as a total, and also broken down by marital status, where 

known.   

 

Thirteen have no indication of their marital status, though it is likely that in at least 

two cases they were single, as they were only 22 and living in the family home.  Wives made 

Table 2        Adult knitters: Age and marital status  

Age 

group Single Wife 
Deserted 

wife 
Widow 

Marital 

status 

unknown 

Total in  

age 

group 

21-25    3     5   8 

26-35    8 1   1   3 13 

36-45 1 13 1   1   2 18 

46-55    5    2    7 

56-65 1  1   5   1   8 

Over 65      3   1   4 

Age 

unknown 

 
  2 

  
  1   3 

Total in 

marital 

category 

 

2 

 

31 

 

3 

 

12 

 

13 

 

61 



48 

 

up the largest group, at just over half, although none are listed above the age of 52.  The 

percentage of widows increases as they get older, with two-thirds aged 56 and over.  The 

census is just a snapshot of one point in time, so we do not know if the widows had always 

knitted, or if this was an occupation they took up as they became older, and possibly 

incapacitated by ill-health. Arguably, the fact that 21 were wives between 26 and 45 years 

reflects that point in their lives when work might need to fit around the responsibilities of 

child care, and knitting could be done at home on a quick pick-up and put-down basis.  

Only two knitters were lodgers: the remainder were either the head of the household 

(31%) or tied by marriage (49%) or blood (16%).  The majority of knitter heads of household 

were between 56 and 72, which probably reflects the reality of life expectancy. The non-

knitter heads of households followed a wide variety of trades, although three were described 

as sick, and a further five as out-of-work.  Regarding property owning, four of those listed in 

the census owned their own house, another was purchasing theirs, and a sixth had mortgaged 

their house.  

Eleven knitters had 20 children between them who also knitted, seven with one child, 

two with two children, one with three and one with four. Five of these included families with 

non-knitting children as well, and a further 16 knitters also had non-knitting children, ranging 

from one child to five.  Clearly knitting was not always passed down from mother to child, 

which might reflect the child’s abilities or the availability of other opportunities for them: but 

the enumerators provide no information on these points. 

The enumerators made comments on the poverty status of 51 households, as shown in 

Table 3.  Twenty-one were described as ‘indeferent’, one as ‘miserable’, 14 ‘pore’ and 15 

‘very pore’.  There is no indication as to how the enumerators arrived at these judgements, 

though they must have understood the distinctions: given that the ‘indeferent’ receive no 

alms, and the ‘very pore’ the most alms, it has been assumed that the least poor were the 
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former and the poorest the latter.  Fourteen of these in the last three categories were in weekly 

receipt of alms from the city, varying from 1d to 6d, with the average amount being 2.6d, and 

the median amount 2d (seven instances).  As might be expected, the number of households in 

receipt of alms increases as they get poorer, but the lack of alms for the other households 

underlines the fact that the poor were expected to support themselves whenever possible, and 

generally did so. 

Table 3: Adult knitters: 

Poverty levels and households in receipt of weekly alms 

Poverty 

status 

Number of 

households in 

category 

Number of 

households in 

receipt of alms 

Weekly alms in 

pence  

Total 

alms paid 

out 

Average 

weekly 

alms 

Indeferent 21 - - - - 

Miserable   1   1 1d   1d 1d 

Pore 14   5 
2d (2 instances); 

3d; 4d; 6d 
17d 3.4d 

Veri pore 15   8 

1d;  

2d (5 instances);  

4d (2 instances) 

19d 2.375d 

Total  51 14    

 

Only the heads of households have their place of origin given in the census.  The vast 

majority of the heads of knitters’ households seem to have been local: ‘hath dwelt her ever’ is 

a common comment.8  These were originally from the city, but others might have migrated in 

from the surrounding countryside, as was common in the period.  The heads of 19 knitters’ 

households did not originate in Norwich, and nine of those had arrived within the last decade: 

one as recently as the previous May Day.  The enumerator only mentions in eight cases 

where they had come from, but, with one exception, all are potentially from places in Norfolk 

– the exception comes from “the North” and it is possible that the two who come from places 

with names found in Norfolk and also elsewhere may not be from Norfolk.  The census does 

                                                 
8 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p.12. 
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not detail where the wives of these heads had come from, and it is entirely possible that these 

were local women. 

Other adults with links to knitters / potential knitters 

The census also lists Agnes Palmer, who taught children to knit, but who also spun white 

warp, rather than knitted as well, for a living.9  The section below on child knitters will 

examine how they might have learnt their trade.  Katherin Tomson is described in the census 

as making women’s hose: entries before and after hers refer to knitters so, assuming the 

enumerator was au fait with the different constructions of hose, it seems more likely she was 

making hose from cloth, as still occurred in this period.10  

Child knitters 

Seventy-five child knitters ranging in age from 2 to 20 years are listed in the census.  For the 

sake of a cut-off point between adult and children, the age of 21 is used here. Pound’s 

analysis is a little confused - he analyses children as those under 16, but then only studies the 

occupations of women aged 21 and over.11  In this analysis the term ‘child knitter’ has been 

taken to refer to those under 21, and there is evidence that the enumerators did so too, as can 

be seen in the comment about John Bonde’s 20 year old child whose knitting produced the 

family’s ‘chief living’.12  In this analysis, children 21 and over still living with a parent have 

been included under adult knitters, and were discussed in the earlier section.  

Pound gives a total of 926 children under 16,13 and 69 people in the 16-20 year old 

age bracket – 11 men, 22 women and 36 of unspecified gender.14  69 of the 75 child knitters 

were under 16, which means approximately 7.4% of children worked at knitting, using 

                                                 
9  J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p.58. 
10 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p.88. 
11 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), pp.95-100. 
12 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p,55. 
13 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p.96. 
14 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p.95. 
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Pound’s total of children under 16 in the census.  The other six knitters are in the 16-20 age 

category, around 8.6% of that age group, or over 10% if we discount the 11 known men. 

Table 4 shows the age distribution of child knitters, plus details of gender when it is provided. 

Table 4: Child knitters: Age and gender  
Age in years 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

No. of children this 

age 
2 1 4 3 3 3 10 9 4 

Gender and no. 

where gender given 

- - - - - 
Girl 2 Girl 1 

Girl 2 
Boy 1 

Girl 1 

          

Age in years 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 20 

No. of children this 

age 
8 10 5 3 3 1 2 2 1 

Gender and no. 

where gender given 
Girl 3 Girl 4 Girl 2 Girl 1 Girl 1 - Girl 1 Girl 1 - 

 

Forty-one (54%) child knitters fall into the age bracket 8 - 12 years, or 61% in the age group 

8 - 13 years.  This may reflect the fact that those in this age range are capable of useful 

contributions to the household budget, but too young to be put out to service, or apprenticed 

to a trade. One does wonder how much knitting the very youngest managed to do, although 

one should bear in mind that in the Shetlands, children were taught to knit from a very young 

age until very recently.15  Gender is only mentioned 20 times (26%), and, with one exception, 

the child is a girl.  In eight cases we are told what the child was knitting – three were knitting 

great hose, and five just hose. 

It is not possible to generalise about how children came to be knitters. The occupation 

of the adult females in the household of the child knitters has been analysed, to ascertain how 

many of them knitted, and whether any obvious patterns could be found between their 

occupation(s) and child knitters. The overwhelming majority (90%) of the adult females in 

the household were the child knitter’s mothers (or possibly stepmothers), reflecting the fact 

                                                 
15 See, for instance, the autobiographical accounts in Shetland Guild of Spinners, Knitters, Weavers and Dyers, 

A legacy of lace (Lerwick, 2012), pp.27, 30, 32, 36 and 62. 
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that the family was a basic unit of production in the city, amongst the lower orders in the 

period. Only 20 (26.6%) of these adult females were knitters: 14 (18.6%) worked solely at 

knitting, and a further 6 (8%) knitted and worked at other things for their income. By far the 

vast majority (68%) of adult females in the child knitter households were spinners, as might 

be expected for a great textile producing city, as spinning was the most labour intensive 

aspect of the cloth trade: Lee has recently estimated this at 58% of the work involved in cloth 

production.16 Thirty-nine of the adult women in a child knitter’s household (52%) had 

spinning listed as their only occupation, of whom 31 (41%) spun ‘white warpe’; for a further 

12 (16%) spinning was listed as one of their occupations, although only one mother was both 

a knitter and a spinner. Virtually all of the other occupations listed were linked to the cloth 

trade.   

It would be easy to assume that knitting mothers taught their children to knit, and 

provided avenues through which they could sell their work, but the rest of the child knitters 

must also have had ways of learning to knit and marketing their product, and for this no direct 

evidence can be found  at this period in Norwich. A manuscript dated 25 April 1586 includes 

a marginal note that a child (age unspecified) could learn to knit in a week.17  As already 

noted the census lists Agnes Palmer as teaching children to knit,18 suggesting that not all 

adult females could knit.  Furthermore, although the adult knitters included two who knitted 

caps, Roger Stevenson the capper was making his income from making pattins (thick soled 

shoes),19 reflecting the decline in the capping trade; also, it was simply recorded that his four 

children knitted, perhaps suggesting that they did not knit caps.20 

                                                 
16 J. S. Lee, The medieval clothier (Woodbridge, 2018), p.74. 
17 BL Lansdowne v121. Ff,165-172: A brief description of the true and perfitt making of woad….a note 

concerning our English wolle made into Jersey yarne 25 April 1586, f172v. 
18 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p.58. 
19 ‘patten, n.’ Oxford English Dictionary [accessed online  www.oed.com on 8 August 2019]. 
20 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p.46. 

http://www.oed.com/
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Twenty-six (34%) of these child knitters had other occupations, in addition to knitting. Table 

5 shows the different occupations and the number employed in these: the majority of these 

were spinners, which might be expected given the predominance of the textile industry in 

Norwich.  It is interesting to note that with the exception of spinning, it is only older children 

who have a second occupation.  This is a much higher percentage (34%) than for adult 

knitters where only 26% had other occupations. 

Table 5       Child knitters with other occupations 

Other occupation  Total number  Age(s) of those with this other occupation 

Carding    1 12 years 

Going to school   1 12 years 

Keeping (looking 

after) children 
  1 15 years 

Spinning 18 
5, 6, 7 (2), 8 (2), 9 (2), 10, 11 (2), 12 (3), 13 (2), 

14, 18 years 

Weaving   4 5, 8, 10, 12 years (all from one family) 

“Worke”   1 17 years 

   

Child knitters are found in 22 parishes.  In most parishes, there are between one and 

three child knitters, but a few, such as St Gregory’s (9 (12%)) or St Benet’s (7 (9%)) have 

higher numbers.  Partly this may be due to the incidence of households containing more than 

one child knitter, but it may also reflect the child population in the census as a whole, rather 

than just knitters, but no analysis has been done on this. Forty-four (58.6%) child knitters 

lived in households with a knitting sibling: 14 children lived in two child knitter households 

(i.e. 7 households), 18 in three child knitter ones (6 households), and 12 in four child knitter 

ones (3 households), making a total of 16 multiple knitter households.  Clearly, knitting had 

the potential to be a family occupation in some situations, but the census gives no further 

details. 

Although the majority of adult females listed in the entries with the child knitters were 

their mothers, there were three basic household units. Forty-eight (64%) child knitters had 

mothers who were listed with their husband as the householder, suggesting a nuclear family 
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unit.  Of the others, eight (10%) had mothers who had been abandoned by their husbands and 

12 (16%) had widowed mothers. Of the others, we have already seen Agnes Aleyne’s niece 

who lived with an aunt and uncle;21 another child lived with a grandmother.  Three children 

lived in multi-adult female households, two with mother and grandmother, and the last with 

its mother and the householder.  Only one of the adult females, a grandmother of 92, is 

described as being unable to work.22 

Twenty-four children lived in households with siblings who did not knit, most of 

whom were younger.  Table 6 shows the range of numbers of non-knitting siblings. Ten of 

these households (40%) had only one non-knitting sibling, but four lived in families with five 

siblings; it might be that larger families possibly provided a greater pressure to work, as there 

could be more mouths to feed.  

Table 6: Child knitters:  Number of non-knitting siblings  
Number of non-knitting siblings in a household    1 2 3 4 5 6 

Number of households 10 2 5 2 4 1 

 

Eleven heads of child knitter households are recorded as not originally being from 

Norwich.  Six (54%) had been in the city for well over a decade, and aside from the family 

who arrived on the previous May Day, the remainder had lived there for at least four years. 

The places of origin of some more recent arrivals are recorded: three from Norfolk, another 

from Beccles, just over the Suffolk border, and the furthest travelled was from Cambridge.  

Virtually all the entries in the census which include child knitters have a comment on 

the relative poverty of each household.  They fall into three categories: ‘indeferent’, ‘pore’ 

and ‘veri pore’.23 Taking account of multiple child knitter households, the 75 child knitters 

                                                 
21 See above: ch.1: Introduction, p.1. 
22 J. F. Pound, The Norwich census of the poor 1570 (Norwich, 1971), p.59. 
23  See above: ch.5: Analysis of knitters in the Norwich census: adult knitters, pp.48-9 for a discussion of 

poverty categories.  
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were members of 47 households, and these are spread fairly evenly across these three 

categories as shown in Table 7. 

Table 7: Child knitters:  Poverty levels of households  
Poverty 

status  

Number of 

households in 

category 

Number of 

households in 

receipt of alms 

Weekly alms in 

pence  

Total 

alms paid 

out 

Average 

weekly 

alms 

Indeferent  16   4 1d; 2d; 3d; 4d 10d 2.5d 

Pore  14   6 
2d (4 instances); 

3d; 4d 
15d 3.0d 

Veri pore 17   7 
2d (5 instances);  

6d; 8d 
24d 3.4d 

Total  47 17    

 

As with adult knitters, the number of households in receipt of alms increases as they 

get poorer – but again it is quite clear that the authorities expected the poor to support 

themselves without aid from the city, even if they were categorised as ‘veri pore’.  Less than 

half of the households in every category receive alms.  Although the average weekly alms 

increase as poverty increased, the figures for the households of child knitters are skewed by 

the larger sums given out.  In fact, two pence is the most common amount provided, on ten 

(59%) occasions. 

Conclusion  

The analysis above provides a snapshot of the identities of adult and child knitters amongst 

the Norwich poor at one point in time.  The figures given in the census show knitting was a 

small but significant way for the poor in Norwich to earn an income, either as a sole source of 

income, or in conjunction with another trade: 7.4% of children knitted, as did 7.1% of the 

adult females who were assessed. The census does not enable us to see how their lives and 

occupations changed over time.  The data show that there was no one type of adult female or 

child who would be likely to become a knitter, though it seems that in 1570 no poor men 

were knitters in Norwich.  Although the largest category of knitters was the 8-13 year age 
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group of child knitters (46 knitters), knitters could be of any age, marital status or level of 

poverty: what the census shows was that there is no single stereotypical knitter.   

The common assumption is that a knitter would make two pairs of stockings a week.24  

Given this, the output of the 136 knitters in the census can be calculated as follows: assuming 

that on average each knitter worked for 50 weeks a year, and made a pair and a half a week 

(which allows for multiple occupations, and for the youngest children not doing as much and 

is thus probably an over-estimate) they would have made only about 10,000 pairs (833 dozen 

pairs) annually. This is fewer than the figures for the 1580s from the aulnage returns, which 

reflect a minimum volume of production.25  Although the census was made a little earlier, the 

aulnage evidence suggests that it is likely that there would have been many other knitters in 

Norwich and its environs producing stockings.  However, by its very nature, as a census of 

the poor, the census does not reveal anything about these other knitters.  Not all knitters were 

necessarily poor: the 1588 will of knitter Alice Clavell of Somerset shows she had money to 

lend.26  

Although outside the scope of this dissertation, due to limitations of space, it would be 

instructive to compare this analysis of knitters with analyses of other occupational groups in 

the cloth trade in the Norwich Census to see how their situation and life experience 

contrasted. It would also be useful to carry out a similar analysis on the much smaller Ipswich 

census made in 1597, which includes 13 women and 30 children listed as knitters.27  So far, 

this author has not found any other contemporary censuses which include knitters. 

                                                 
24 See, for instance, J. Thirsk, ‘The fantastical folly of fashion: the English stocking knitting industry 1500 – 

1700’, in N. B. Harte and K. G. Ponting (eds.), Textile history and economic history: essays in honour of Julia 

de Lacy Mann (Manchester, 1973), pp.50–73, p.64. 
25 See above: ch.3: Evidence from official sources: aulnage, p.26. 
26 TNA, PROB 11/72/400: Will of Alice Clavell, knitter of Yeovil, Somerset, 15 May 1588.  
27 J. Webb, Poor relief in Elizabethan Ipswich, (Ipswich, 1966), pp.119-140.  
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Chapter 6:  Conclusion: the knitting industry in late sixteenth century Norwich.   

The evidence found for this study of knitting as an industry in late sixteenth century Norwich 

amply demonstrates the erratic nature of the survival of sixteenth century records.  It has been 

possible to provide a detailed account of some aspects of the knitting industry, whilst for 

others there is anecdotal evidence, but insufficient information for quantitative analysis. 

Some items in the records simply provide a glimpse, whilst there is no evidence at all for 

other aspects, possibly because everyone knew what happened so no-one saw any need to 

record it. 

The volume of trade of trade was considerable: aulnage returns from the city’s farm 

shows an average of 24,000 pairs of knitted stockings a year being produced in the early 

1580s which were taxed.  The analysis of the poor knitters in the 1570s shows that whilst 

over a third were children between 8 and 13 years, and there were no adult male knitters, 

there was no stereotypical knitter: a knitter could be any age, of any marital status, living at 

any level of poverty, but, with one exception, they actually worked for their living.  

There are gaps in our knowledge of the development of the knitting industry in later 

sixteenth century Norwich.  In particular, there is a lack of information about the production 

process: on occasions all that can be done is to draw on comparative information from 

elsewhere, or from a slightly later period.  Despite 136 knitters being identified in the census 

of the poor, these would not be enough to make the pairs of stockings recorded in aulnage 

accounts: there must have been other knitters, either elsewhere in the city or out in the 

surrounding countryside but it has not been possible to trace these.   

There is evidence of trade links, and exports, although not enough for quantitative 

analysis.  This is due to the lack of accessible port books in the National Archives for 

Yarmouth in this period, coupled with the under-recording of cargoes and the fact that 
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Norwich merchants sent items for export to London.  Evidence from official sources is 

incomplete as it cannot include the items where the payment of aulnage or export dues was 

avoided, and we can thus only guess at the total number produced. 

In addition some of the material used created questions, rather than expanding our 

knowledge.  A good example of this is Thomas Wilson’s comment about the wages of child 

knitters in 1600,1 which shows that there must be some truth in the information, but it cannot 

be taken at face value, and must be considered in conjunction with other material.  

Nevertheless, this research expands our knowledge of the knitting industry in 

Norwich in the later sixteenth century, especially giving statistical and quantitative 

information on knitters in 1570 and on the minimum volume of trade in the 1580s.  It also 

reveals something of the working world of Agnes Aleyne and her nine year old niece, and the 

other knitters in Norwich. 

 

                                                 
1 See above: ch.4: Fragmentary evidence: wages earned by knitters, pp.41-2. 
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