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Summary tweet on why the wool and woollen cloth industries were so important: 





Key words: 


enclosing lands – this meant replacing open fields farmed in strips with blocks of land enclosed with fences or hedges


carding – this means brushing fibres so that they are smoother and more even


fullers- people who press and clean cloth. 





What was its role in the economy?  


Woollen cloth made up around 75% of England’s exports in the mid sixteenth century.  


As a very labour intensive industry, thousands were employed in the textile trade. In Colchester, over 25% of employed men were involved in it in the first half of the century. 


The English crown greatly benefited from the textile industry through customs duties, meaning that rulers took an intense interest in the trade. 
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How was the industry organised?   


Wool and woollen cloth were produced in the countryside in cottages and workshops. Working part time women mostly did the carding and spinning while men were weavers, dyers and fullers. Cloth merchants collected the raw material and organised its processing until it was ready for export. 


Cloth was mostly sold to the Merchant Adventurers, a powerful group of traders based in London. 


To protect rural workers and ensure the future prosperity of the trade, the government passed numerous laws such as in 1512 and 1535 to maintain quality and standards and one in 1551 stating that a full apprenticeship was needed to weave cloth.  











How was the trade doing?


Raw wool had been England’s main export in the middle ages but by 1520 this was in steep decline due to foreign competition from countries like Spain. 


Woollen cloth production and exports boomed with exports trebling between the 1450s and 1550s.  However, from the late 1540s onwards the trade declined with only a temporary revival in 1551-3 when currency debasement made English exports cheaper. 


From the 1560s there was a revival of the wool trade with the development of the new draperies, helped by the arrival of Dutch and French immigrant weavers. 











Where was it sent to?





Until the religious wars of the second half of the sixteenth century, around 70% of English trade went through Antwerp. The Netherlands was England’s main trading partner. 








Where was it produced?  


The main producing areas were East Anglia (25% of production), Western Yorkshire and the West Country. Towns such as Lavenham in Suffolk became highly populated and wealthy as a result. 


These areas were close to supplies of raw wool and there was a lot of cheap labour available. 








What did England produce? 


England produced large amounts of raw wool which was increasingly used for the domestic market.  Landowners converted their fields from crops to sheep, enclosing their lands to make this possible. 


The main cloth produced was a thick, heavy broadcloth. This was ‘unfinished’ ie not dyed, cleaned or brushed.  Only from the 1550s onwards were lighter or finished cloths produced such as kersey and worsted.   
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