
The Framework Knitter's Tale

William Clark was christened on Wednesday 18 August 1819 at Holy Trinity Thrussington, the son 

of Benjamin and Mary. He was only 19 when he married pregnant 17 year old Susannah Haines, 

daughter of Elijah and Jane, on Monday 6 May 1839 at Holy Trinity Thrussington, after banns. 

William was working as a framework knitter at this time, an occupation he was still engaged in 

at the census of 6 June 1841 when he and Susannah were living at Thrussington with their two 

children. There were many framework knitters working in the village at that time. It is likely 

that he was introduced to the trade by a relative, probably an uncle, William Clark who was a 

witness at his wedding and next to whom he lived in 1841.

Framework knitting was a traditional industry in the three East Midland counties of Derby, 

Leicester and Nottingham. The stocking frame, a mechanical knitting machine, was invented by 

Rev William Lee at Calverton, Nottinghamshire in 1589. Elizabeth I refused him a patent for it to 

protect the hand knitting industry. Further improvements led to the ability to produce finer 

materials in silk as well as wool but James I also refused a patent forcing the inventor to move 

to France. The machine came back to England and further improvements were made. The 

Framework Knitters Company of London was granted a Charter in 1663 but its rules were 

increasingly resented and flounted particularly in the Midlands and by the mid eighteenth 

century it had lost its regulatory role. However, demand for cheaper cotton stockings led to a 

movement of the centre of the industry to the East Midlands. Nottingham specialised in cotton, 

Derby in silk and Leicester stayed with traditional wool. Leicester itself and the northwest of the 

county were areas where the trade was concentrated in the early nineteenth century. Some of 

the early entrepreneurs started companies that lasted well into the twentieth century, Nathaniel 

Corah being an example with the famous hosiery firm using the St Margarets trademark from the 

parish within Leicester where the factory was situated. Leicestershire was traditional sheep 

country, the Leicester breed of sheep were bred for their longwool fleeces with thick clumps of 

wool known as staple valuable in the production of Worsted cloth. The fleeces were combed and 

spun to produce fine strong worsted yarn ideal for use in the knitting trade. Towards the end of 

the eighteenth century the technology developed by Arkwright for spinning cotton was 

transferred to worsted spinning by Brookhouse and a spinning machine with roller was installed 

in Leicester but later moved to Market Harborough. This was occasioned by the threat posed by 

angry woolspinners fearful of losing their jobs but the machine was found and smashed. 

Machines were banned by Leicester Corporation to prevent further unrest but this opened the 

area up to greater competition from areas more accepting of mechanisation. As a result worsted 

spinning tended to move away from the area but stocking knitting remained.

By the time William entered the trade it had been in decline from a high point in the eighteenth 



century due to changes in fashion and increasing industrialisation reducing wage rates. In the 

early nineteenth century there were Luddite riots resulting in some machine breaking. However 

new markets opened up, the population rose and new products were introduced meaning that 

the number of framework knitters increased dramatically during the first half of the nineteenth 

century. Presumeably this is why William entered this trade rather than the other local option of 

agricultural labouring. Many framework knitters worked at home at this time particularly in rural 

areas. Most could not afford to buy machines and so rented them from hosiers, the costs to a 

worker of frame and consumables such as oil and candles could amount to a third of their wages 

which in any case were not lavish and falling in real terms over the period. This was made worse 

by the practice of stinting; the hosiers would rent out more machines than they could provide 

full time work for. A further cut in knitters profits was taken by bag men who collected finished 

work from the knitters to take to the hosier's warehouse. As well as charging a collection fee 

they were suspected of not paying the full rate for the finished pieces and retaining the 

difference. A further abuse was that knitters were often forced to buy from certain shops owned 

by the hosiers or their families because if they did not they were not given work. In 1844 these 

problems were examined by a Royal Commission which concluded that low wage rates were due 

to oversupply of labour but found that the hosiers rented out frames too easily. It called for the 

development of new higher quality designs. The effect was not great but in the second half of 

the nineteenth century the trade changed from a cottage industry to factory based production. 

For example the St Margarets Works of the Corah company opened in Leicester in 1865 with a 

variety of steam and hand operated machines.

The cottage industry did provide work for the whole family. The children would wind the yarn 

onto bobbins, the men would knit the stockings on the frame and the women would finish off 

hand stitching the pieces. The family could decide when the work was done. The hosiers were 

happy with this system since the workers were responsible for overheads and it was the workers 

who lost out if there was insufficient work. For these reasons the trade was slow to move to 

factory working. Additionally the trade was resistant to the new technologies of circular and 

warp knitting. Despite this there was a gradual move to factory working particularly in the 

second half of the nineteenth century.

In 1851 William and Susannah were living in Thrussington, with seven children and William was 

still working as a framework knitter. This remained the case in 1861, the family remained at 

Thrussington but now there were eleven children living at home and the eldest four are all 

recorded as stocking frame knitters as well as William. The previous 20 years had seen rapid 

changes with the spread of the railways and better facilities for international travel and trade. 

Raw materials were imported from the Empire and goods manufactured from them exported 

worldwide. This expansion of trade had left behind the cottage industry that William was 



employed in. Over the next ten years William faced a choice of continuing to work in textiles 

which would have meant working in a factory setting and probably moving into a town or staying 

where he had always lived and taking up a more rural occupation.

William decided to stay so that in the census of 2 April 1871 he and Susannah were living at 4 

New Road, Thrussington and he was working as an agricultural labourer as were the four sons 

living at home the youngest only 12. The household remained crowded with two daughters and 

two grandchildren also living with the family. By 1881 the family had moved to Top Row, 

Thrussington, William was still working as an agricultural labourer but now only two sons in the 

same occupation and one daughter remained at home. In 1891 William now aged 72 was still 

working as an agricultural labourer living at Top Row Thrussington, Leicestershire with Susannah 

and one unmarried son Simeon. No further certain records have been found but it is likely that 

William died about 1898.


