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PART 1 
 

A SYNOPSIS OF THE WOOL COMBING INDUSTRY 

BASED ON RESEARCH CARRIED OUT ON THE SHERWINS’ 
OF COLEORTON 

 
The author has written a book entitled “The Coleorton Sherwins’ 1739-1887” from which 
certain parts of the following are taken. This is on the author’s website as a free to down 
load and read pdf doc. 
 
In order to understand the Framework Knitting industry which features later, it is necessary to first 
understand something about the production of the raw material (yarns) used in the knitting 
process. 
 
It should be noted that the word “Hosier” is a general description for a manufacturer involved in 
the hosiery industry. 
 
The wealth accrued by some of the Sherwins from the hosiery industry, was confirmed by their 
ownership of large acreages’ of land, warehouses and buildings, not only in Coleorton but further 
afield. They would have grazed sheep on their land to provide the wool for Wool-Combing and 
subsequent spinning and coning into yarn ready for the “Framework Knitters” which they would 
have also rented out the Frames to. It must be said that although William Sherwin senior 
(1768-1864) was a wealthy man, he was much loved by the people of Coleorton as he was 
a great benefactor to the poor, and there is ample evidence of this. 
 
Because of the development of the coal mining industry in Coleorton and the local villagers which 
provided a considerable amount of labour for the men folk, it is likely that fewer people were 
involved in the hosiery and framework knitting industry compared to towns and villages where 
coal mining was not carried out. However, this is not meant to suggest that the industry did not 
have a part to play in the industrial economy, and for example it was recorded in 1845 that 
Thringstone had 155 frames in operation in the village. 
 
“In an 1801 return to Parliament for Coleorton, it was recorded that there were 3 hosiers who 
combed their wool and converted it into stockings”.  
 
The wool combers would have been supported by many cottagers who the wealthy Wool 
Combers would have hired out framework knitting machines to, for the knitting of stockings or 
gloves for example. Yarn would have often been supplied by the hosiers, but it was not 
uncommon for cottagers to spin and cone yarn from their own spinning wheels. These cottager 
framework knitters were also referred to as Stockingers’, which is a term often used in census 
returns. Of course, the garments produced would have been sold back to the hosier for them to 
sell and make most of the profit from. These hosiers often had shops and the framework knitters 
were forced to buy their food etc from them out of the meager profits they made. 
 

A WOOL COMBER 
 
A Wool-comber was one whose occupation was to comb wool in order to disentangle and 
straighten out the fibers in order to prepare them for spinning into what were known as worsted or 
woollen yarns dependant on what type of wool fleece the wool came from. Worsted yarns were of 
a fine texture suitable for making into clothing, stockings, gloves etc and woollen yarns were 
rougher in texture and thickness.  
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Wool-combing was generally carried out by hand in local communities such as Coleorton. The 
first machine to be really successful at combing fine wool (botany wool), was invented in 1843 by 
a Mr. Lister, and following that, new developments were quickly introduced, bringing about the 
demise of the hand comber. The process, as shown in the photograph below, involved pulling the 
wool through fine toothed steel combs. However, there were many arguments surrounding the 
quality of the end product, price, waste etc dependent on whether the wool was combed by hand 
or on machines which came later.  

 

 
 

Typical of wool-combers at work 

This method of combing the wool was a Flemish invention. The hand-comber employed two 
combs, one known as a “pad” comb, which was subsequently fixed to a post as shown in the 
above photograph. The raw material, after being properly prepared, washed, oiled, and separated 
into convenient handfuls, was secured into the comb prior to fixing to the post. However, it was 
necessary to heat the wool to a correct temperature to ensure successful combing. After the pad 
comb was charged with wool, the comb was placed in a comb-pot on a specially adapted stove 
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until it reached the correct temperature. Once properly heated, and with one comb attached to 
the post, the other held in the hand, the process of combing began. Each comb became a 
working comb alternately, the teeth of one passing through the tuft of wool upon the other, until 
the fibers became perfectly smooth, straight, and free of short wool, or “noil,” which was left 
imbedded in the comb-heads. The residue was called the “top”. 

 

 
Typical Hand Combs 

 
In the late 1700s, the “wool combers” would have earned 12s. to 14s. per week which compared 
very favorably with the spinners of wool, who earned in the order of 1s. 6d to 3s. per week. 
However, much of the wool spinning was carried out by women as a cottage industry.  
 
To put these earnings into perspective, beef at that time was 3½ d. to 5d per pound, and milk  
1½ d per quart. 

 

 
Although this publication only considers the use of wool as the base material for the yarn, 
as it was produced here, but cotton thread was also used. 
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PART 2 
 

THE FRAMEWORK KNITTING INDUSTRY 
 
 
In order to understand what was involved in “Framework Knitting”, a brief explanation into the 
background of this industry follows.  
 
The early hosiery industry based on William Lee’s knitting frame was centered on London, but for 
various reasons, the industry moved to the Midlands from the middle of the seventeenth century, 
and eventually the three counties of Leics, Notts & Derbys, became the main hosiery making 
areas of England. Leicestershire sheep provided a good supply of long stapled wool which was 
ideally suitable for worsted spinning and knitting. 
 
It is recorded that the first frame to be set up in Leicestershire was in 1640, and owned by William 
Iliffe at Hinckley. By 1750, there were reportedly about 1,800 knitting frames making woollen hose 
in Leicester and the surrounding areas.  
 
In the late 18th century, the most prosperous industry in many Leicestershire villages was 
framework knitting. A framework knitter was often referred to as a “Stockinger”. It was a semi-
skilled industry, and children from about 12 years of age could do the work. In rural areas it was 
largely a family cottage industry. In the late 1700’s, framework-knitters locally would have earned 
between 7s. to 17s. per week dependant on various factors such as efficiency and whether they 
were sub-contracting or were self employed etc. 
 
In the early 1800’s though, the knitting industry was in crisis. Due to the Napoleonic wars, the 
demand for hosiery declined steeply, leaving framework knitters without work and falling into 
poverty. This was the period when the common phrase “As poor as a Stockinger” came into 
being.  As a result of this, many hosiers increased the frame rents which only made the situation 
worse. This eventually resulted in the Luddite disturbances, thought to have been originally 
instigated by Ned Ludd in Nottingham. Luddite attacks continued for several years, and the 
following incident suffered by William Sherwin of Coleorton is a typical example of their 
activities, but also confirms his significant involvement in the framework knitting industry. Luddite 
attacks still continued, but an act of Parliament introduced in 1812 that imposed the death penalty 
for machine breaking, helped to curb these activities 
 
By the middle of the 19th century, competition was coming in from the introduction of the wide 
frame which enabled several items (stockings or gloves for example) to be made at once, but the 
rural knitters preferred the narrow frame, where only one stocking could be produced at once. By 
the end of the 19th century, steam driven-driven hosiery factories came into being which saw the 
end of the framework knitting industry, but also enabled those engaged in the hosiery trade to 
earn better wages.  
 
In the London Morning Chronicle Newspaper Set 21st 1819, Middlesex, London, the 
following article appeared:- 
 
The Leicester Frame-work Knitters…..A frame-work knitter of this place, who keeps a shop of 
frames, and who was suspected of working under the statement prices, was placed upon an Ass, 
with his face to the tail, and carried through some of the principle streets, on Tuesday last, 
accompanied by a crowd of men and boys. The Mayor and Magistrates, with a view to putting a 
stop to such illegal proceedings, have issued hand-bills, offering a reward of 20 guineas for the 
apprehension of the ringleaders concerned in such outrage. The County Magistrates have also 
issued placards, expressing their strong disapprobation of the conduct of the frame-work knitters 
in some part of the County, and their determination to enforce the penalties of the law against all 



 8 

such as shall be found guilty of acts similar to those which have been made the subject of 
complaint before them. On Friday, Jack Wires were taken from a number of frames at Heather, 
belonging to Mr Sherwin, of Coleorton, on the ground that the frames were working under the 
hosiers’ statement. It seems the wires were drawn from the frames by a body of men who had 
gone from Ibstock for the purpose, and at the round-house of which place they afterwards 
deposited them. On Saturday, Mr. Sherwin, having obtained warrants for five of the parties, 
repaired to the latter place to execute them, accompanied by ten persons on horseback. They 
were not, however, then to be found, and we have not heard since whether they have been 
apprehended. We understand the inhabitants were not very ceremonious in their conduct towards 
Mr. Sherwin and his assistants. 
 
In the Leicester Chronicle dated March 27th 1824, there is a lengthy court case report about 20 
bundles of stocking frame parchment papers being stolen from William Sherwin’s warehouse, in 
Coleorton. The author is of the view that these would have probably been the knitting pattern 
templates. 
 
The following extract from William White’s Trade Directory of 1842, comments on 50 stocking 
frames in the village of Heather. This almost certainly relates to William Sherwin.  
 

From The History, Gazetteer and Directory of Leicestershire, and the small 
County of Rutland – July 25th 1846 William White 

 

HEATHER, a village and parish, 4^ miles S.S.E. of Ashby-de-la-  

Zouch, and 5\ miles N. by W. of Market Bosworth, has 368 souls,  

and about 1012 acres of land, under which coal has been worked more  

than two centuries, but the mine has been closed some years. The  

soil is chiefly a light sandy loam, with a small portion of deep rich  

loam. The parish is traversed on the east by a rivulet, and bounded  

on the north and south by a detached part of Derbyshire. Two-fifths  

of it are arable, and the rest pasturage and meadow. Here was an-  

ciently a Coramandery of Knights Hospitallers, of St. John of Jeru-  

salem, to which Ralph Gresley, in the reign of Henry II., gave the  

church and parish. The only vestige at present remaining of this  

building is some wainscoting in the Manor House, which stands upon  

its site. Its revenues were estimated at £49. Is. 5d. per annum, at  

the dissolution, when it was granted to Oliver St. John and Robert  

Thornton. A great part of the parish belongs to Robert Goode and  

Thos. Clare, Esqrs., who have commodious residences here ; but the  

Rev. G. P. Belcher, B.D., who resides at the Manor House, a neat  

Elizabethan mansion, is lord of the manor, and patron and incumbent  

of the discharged rectory, valued in K.B. at £]. 17s. 8d. and in  

1831 at jG377« The glebe is 42a., and there is upon it an ancient re  

sidence. The tithes have recently been commuted for £320 per annum  

The Church (St. John) is an ancient fabric, with a tower, short spire, 

and three bells. It is about to be repaired, and the chancel rebuilt,  

In the latter is a mural monument, in memory of Stephen Everard  

Esq., who died in 1615, and is represented with his family, in the 

attitude of prayer. The Wesleyans have a chapel here, and in the 

village are about 50 stocking frames, and a neat National School, built 

in 1845. The Queen Dowager gave £20, and Earl Howe £30, towards  

the erection of the latter, which has room for 80 children. 
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A typical Framework Knitting factory. 
Photograph - copyright of the originator 
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The following is a copy of an advertisement from the Leicester Chronicle dated July 15th 
1826 regarding the sale of the late Mr. George Wayte’s property at Coleorton.  
 
It includes 11 stocking frames for sale, 7 of which appear to be hired out on contract, to 
various people in the district. They are of various gauges and quality as can be seen in the 
2nd and 3rd columns.  

 

 

 

FRAMEWORK KNITTING MACHINES IN OPERATION IN 

1845 - FROM COMMISIONER’S REPORT  
TO THE HOUSE OF LORDS 

 

BELTON –    82 
OSGATHORPE -   24 
THRINGSTONE  -   155 
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EXAMPLES OF A FRAMEWORK KNITTING COTTAGE INDUSTRY IN 

GRIFFYDAM.    

 

WILLIAM WALES – FRAMEWORK KNITTER 

 

Wool Combing and weaving was carried out in Griffydam also and this is featured in the book 
entitled “A Social and Industrial History of Griffydam & Peggs Green” by Samuel T Stewart which 
is free to download and read on the website also. 

 

In the 1841 and 1851 censuses for the hamlet of Griffydam, seven and ten Framework Knitters 
respectively are listed. The following is included to give the reader some insight into this important 
industry in small rural communities. Griffydam cannot be compared with Coleorton for example 
where a much larger number of wealthy Wool Combers and Framework Knitters operated. 
 
In the 1841 census for Peggs Green, William Wales (aged 25) is living with a Framework Knitter 
(name not legible) and his profession along with another person appears to be Joining?. The 
author has taken that as meaning seaming the pieces of hose coming off the Framework Knitting 
Machine together. There is another Framework Knitter shown to be living there in what appears 
to be a cottage industry. Presumably this was to be the catalyst for William to start his own 
hosiery cottage industry in Griffydam as described below. 
 
In the “Post Office Directory of Leics & Rutland 1855”, William Wales was listed as a Framework 
Knitter in Griffydam, which confirms the entry in the 1851 local census, listing William, aged 35 
and born in Whitwick, as “Stocking makers, cotton and thread”  with his wife Martha, who was 
born in Thringstone, as a “seamer of stockings”. According to the 1861 census, four other 
framework knitters were employed in the house and William is given as a “Family Hosier”. 
 
This is an excellent example of a rural cottage industry. The Wales family were buried in 
Griffydam Wesleyan Methodist Chapel cemetery and their daughter Annie’s gravestone can still 
be seen there. She died in 1859.  
 
The cottage, still in existence as a private residence also retains the name “Wales 
Cottage”. It is just around the corner from the Wesleyan Methodist Chapel on Elder Lane. 
 
Working a Framework Knitting machine or Stocking Frame required a great deal of physical 
effort. The arms were used to traverse the heavy carriage and the feet and legs to work the 
treadles to produce the pattern, therefore they were always operated by men. Good eye site was 
also a pre requisite.  
 
The machines only produced a flat piece of material but in various shapes along its length by 
increasing or decreasing the number of loops made by the latch needles, which were controlled 
by a patterning card. So, for fully fashioned stockings for example, they would be seamed up 
when they came off the machine. This is where the lady of the house and older daughters came 
in who were called “seamstresses”. When they were not seaming or doing domestic work they 
were often spinning their own yarn, but this was usually purchased from the warehouse of a 
merchant or master hosier. Even the younger children could join in by transferring the spun yarn 
from the hanks onto cones or bobbins. Framework Knitting was therefore extremely suitable for 
being carried out by the family at home as a cottage industry. The traditional picture of a stocking 
maker working his frame in his own cottage gives a misleading impression of his independence. 
 
The Wales family were therefore no more than piece workers, being paid so much a dozen for the 
hose they produced, and entirely dependant for his wages on the master hosier. 
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A typical cottagers home with a Framework Knitting Machine  
and a yarn spinning wheel. Probably typical of William Wales cottage. 
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PART 3 
 

REPORTS FROM THE COMMISSIONERS ON FRAME WORK 

KNITTERS IN LEICESTERSHIRE, CARRIED OUT BY 

ORDER OF THE HOUSE OF LORDS IN 1845 
 
The following selected reports covered numerous towns and villagers in Leicestershire including 
those from Belton, Whitwick, Osgathorpe and Thringstone. These are the only places covered in 
the immediate local area. The reports are in sequence, and provide a fascinating insight into the 
lives of framework knitters. 
 
 
 

 
In 1843, a Petition, signed by upwards of 25,000 framework knitters of Leicestershire, 
Nottinghamshire, and Derbyshire, was presented to the House of Commons, praying for an 
enquiry into their distressed condition, arising from the low rate of wages resulting from the 
enormous charges for frame rent etc; the prevalence of the “truck system”, and the manufacture 
of spurious articles, called “cut ups” etc. In February 1844, her Majesty issued a Commission, 
appointing R. M. Muggeridge, Esq., to enquire into their grievances. In the course of this 
commissions’ laborious enquiry, he examined a great number of workmen and masters, and 
elicited a considerable body of information, which was published in a copious report. Extracts 
from this report follow.  
 
It was apparent that that the average clear weekly earning of the framework knitters, in 27 
parishes, varied from 4s. to 8s. Hinckley being only 5s. 3d.; Bosworth, 4s. 6d.; Ibstock, 4s.;  
and Sheepshead, 5s. 6d.  
 
In Leicester, those employed on what were termed season fabrics, were much better 
remunerated, one class of workers earning from 9s. to 12s., and others from 12s. to upwards of 
20s. per week, but, during a great part of the year, they were generally only fifty percent 
employed.  
 
The heaviest grievance complained of in the enquiry was the frame rents, which varied from 1s. 
to 3s. per week for narrow frames that were purchased second hand at from £4 to £12, and a full 
week’s rent was charged even when only fifty percent in use. Many of the frame smiths, and also 
people not otherwise connected with the trade, let frames to hosiers and middle men, or master 
frame – work knitters, who rented or owned several frames, and employed journeymen to work 
up the materials which they received from the manufacturers.  
 
To prevent the frauds to which the journeymen were often subjected to, the masters were now 
compelled following the enquiry, by an Act of Parliament, passed in 1845, to supply them with 
tickets, stating the warehouse price of the different kinds of work. It was also stated that some of 
the middle masters and bag-hosiers (small manufacturers) either directly or indirectly compel the 
journeyman to take most of their wages in stuff, notwithstanding the Acts of Parliament, passed in 
1832 and previous years, to enforce the payment of wages in money. This truck system was 
confined chiefly to the manufacturing villages, and, having been much checked in subsequent 
years’, it is hoped that it would become soon extinct, being highly injurious to the money paying 
masters and the shopkeepers, as well as the workmen at large. 
 

 
Cont’d over page 
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REPORTS FROM BELTON 
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REPORTS FROM WHITWICK 
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REPORT FROM OSGATHORPE 
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REPORTS FROM THRINGSTONE 
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