
Occupations and workshops

Probate records are a rich source of information on
the occupations of those who lived in the informal
settlements in the Coalbrookdale Coalfield. There
are probate inventories for 67 miners in the Iron-
bridge Gorge parishes dating from the period 1662–
1764. Some of their wills show that they lived in
dwellings that had originated as squatter holdings
on the waste or as small leaseholds or freeholds, and
had been extended into short terraces, as do many
wills from the following half-century. Inventories
show that many miners were in part self-sufficient.
10 had cows, 16 had pigs, 7 made milk or cheese, 37
brewed their own beer, 12 had spinning wheels, and
7 had yarn in their homes (Trinder & Cox 2000,
17–20). Fewer probate documents related to employ-
ees at ironworks, but some, like John Thomas, the
moulder brought to Coalbrookdale from Bristol by
Abraham Darby I, and his brother George, acquired
small freehold plots on which they built houses
(Trinder 2000, 144; Trinder & Cox 2000, 327).
Probate inventories survive for 73 bargemen for the
same period, and show that they, like the miners,
were in part self-sufficient, while their wills indicate
that they lived in similar kinds of house. Nine
bargemen kept cows, most of them single animals
tended for their milk, 29 kept pigs, 32 had brewing
equipment, 11 had spinning wheels, and 7 had yarn
or unspun hemp in their homes. It is obvious that
neither miners, nor ironworkers, nor bargemen plied
their trades in workshops, but the settlements in
which they lived were not, for the most part, created
by entrepreneurs, but had much in common in social
terms with the informal communities that produced
textiles, nails, or watches.

If the principal occupational groups in the Coal-
field made no use of workshops they depended on
other craftsmen who did. The surviving account
books of the ironworking companies show their
reliance on a variety of craftsmen who provided
services for them: carpenters who erected the
headstocks of mines; tallow chandlers who provided
candles for use underground; ropemakers; and
families who kept packhorses. The best evidence for
the role of such craftsmen is provided by the accounts
for the construction and equipment by Thomas
Botfield of the Old Park ironworks in Dawley parish
in 1788–91 (Botfield Papers, John Rylands Univer-
sity Library, Manchester). Botfield called on the
services of several brickmakers and a variety of
builders to construct the ironworks, the collieries
that supplied it, and the houses where its workers
were accommodated. From a carpenter he ordered
wheelbarrows, helves for hewing pikes, air troughs
tarred and flannelled for mine ventilation systems,
and horse gins for winding coals. He purchased ropes
from several sources, water barrels from a local
cooper, and baskets, in which coal and iron ore were
handled, from a basket maker.

Probate records provide some evidence of the
workshops in which such goods were produced. Mary
Clemson, a widow, was operating a rope-making
business at the time of her death in 1753, and left to
her married daughter ‘all the tools belonging to
rope-making, and the spinning house, rope yard and
piece of land adjoining, provided she follows that
employment’ (Trinder & Cox 2000, 322). Samuel
Edwards, a Broseley tallow chandler who died in
1793,15 left ‘the workshop on the south side of the
Delve’ to his nephew Thomas Adams who followed
the same trade. Charles Gwynn, a Broseley basket
maker who made his will in 1798,16 left to one son the
‘Over Little House’ with the little shop adjacent, and
to another ‘the old house . . . and the over part of the
garden and basket shop, together with a little shed
adjacent, and all the tools and stock, cistern, and
backside, and all the twigs and the twig land’. Two
more sons received other parts of the property.
Baskets, like ropes, barrels, and candles, were
essential in the operation of the economy of the
region. They were the receptacles in which coal, iron
ore, and limestone were moved between the mine
workings and quarries in which they were cut, and
the parts of ironworks where they were coked,
calcined, or broken up. Hampers made by basket
makers were also used for the despatch of ceramic
products to customers

A relatively small proportion of those who lived in
the Coalbrookdale Coalfield manufactured con-
sumer products in workshops, principally ceramics
of various kinds. The pictorial maps of the riverside
parts of Broseley of the 1720s,17 depict several short
terraces on the ends of which were kilns, for the
firing either of pots or tobacco pipes. The will of one
pipemaker, Samuel Roden, refers to a ‘new house
with tenement and shop and garden which I builded’
located in Broseley.18 John Bell, a potter who made
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Figure 13.3 Characteristic cottage built of coal
measure sandstone at Hodge Bower, Madeley, in
the Ironbridge Gorge. (© Barrie Trinder)



his will in 1790, left his house to his son, also John, on
condition that his three daughters were to enjoy
occupation of ‘the upper part called the shop’. Similar
‘shops’ are mentioned in the wills of other potters and
pipemakers.

Conclusions

The contrasts between the ‘rookeries’ of the Coal-
brookdale Coalfield and the rows built by the
ironmasters were pointed out in a paper written 30
years ago (Trinder 1974), and this chapter has been
a means of assessing what has been learned over the
past three decades through investigations based on
a variety of sources, on maps, probate records,
estate and parish documents, census enumerators’
returns, and above all through the study of
buildings and landscapes in the field and an
awareness of the ways in which industrial commu-
nities were housed elsewhere. Nevertheless many
tasks await completion. Much may be learned in
due course from family reconstitution based on
parish registers, and from the integration of data
from registers with that from other documentary
sources that modern information technology makes
possible. Fieldwork can still be rewarding, for
ancient cottages still lurk beneath more recent
exteriors in the Ironbridge Gorge, the manor of
Ketley, and elsewhere, and study of cartographic
evidence may identify some sites of 17th- and
18th-century dwellings that are suitable for excava-
tion. Not least, there is much understanding to be
gained by reviewing the patterns of settlement in
the Coalfield in the context of ‘workshop communi-
ties’ elsewhere in Britain, and, indeed, further
afield. While there are many obvious differences
between the Ironbridge Gorge and Saddleworth,
Prescot, or Headington Quarry, there are also basic
similarities, and we gain understanding both from
the similarities and the differences (Fig. 13.4).

The study of settlement patterns has transformed
the significance of the history of the Coalbrookdale
Coalfield. It should no longer be seen as a series of
‘Coalbrookdale firsts’, the achievements of the Darby
family, but as the development of a range of commu-
nities that grew in size, and in some respects in
prosperity, while enduring the pains of large-scale
industrialisation. Berthold Brecht asked ‘Where did
the bricklayers go? The evening the Great Wall of
China was finished?’ Investigation in the late 1970s
showed that the stone-built cottage that was then
No. 4 Holywell Lane, documented as the home of
members of the Dorrall family from 1763 until at
least 1871, was probably that described in the
inventory of Edward Dorrall in 1726, when it
consisted of a kitchen, a little room and a buttery on

the ground floor, and two chambers above, and
Dorrall’s moveable possessions were valued at less
than £5. It was probably this Edward Dorrall who in
1709 provided coal for Abraham Darby I’s blast
furnace at Coalbrookdale, and ‘charcked’ it into coke
(Trinder 2000, 26). The study of settlements provides
some of the answers to Brecht’s question.

Notes

1. HRO ex. 8 April 1712
2. HRO ex. 17 July 1795
3. HRO ex. 15 March 1811
4. SRR 6001/2365–6
5. HRO ex. 14 Sep 1761
6. HRO ex. 6 Aug 1766
7. HRO ex. 18 July 1776
8. HRO ex. 10 June 1783
9. HRO ex. 27 March 1721
10. HRO ex. 27 July 1767
11. HRO ex. 6 May 1806
12. HRO ex. 18 April 1674
13. LRO ex. 21 Oct 1762
14. HRO ex. 2 June 1735
15. HRO ex. 27 April 1793
16. HRO ex. 28 Jan 1799
17. SRR 6001/2365–6
18. HRO ex. 20 March 1762

178 The vernacular workshop

Figure 13.4 Well-documented squatter cottage
built in 1798 alongside the recently opened
Shropshire Canal at Stocking, Little Dawley, about
1.5 km (1 mile) north of the Coalbrookdale
ironworks. (© Barrie Trinder)



14 Workshops, industrial production and the
landscape by P S Barnwell

Although this volume does not claim to approach
comprehensive coverage of workshop-based indus-
tries, it nevertheless represents a significant step
towards correcting an imbalance in the study of
buildings connected with the processes of produc-
tion, which has hitherto largely been concentrated
on factories. A similar imbalance exists in contempo-
rary accounts of industrialisation, comment and
wonder being attracted largely by its most novel
feature, the great factory with its steam engines and
machinery which ruled the lives of hitherto unimag-
inable concentrations of workers (King & Timmins
2001, 10–20, 49). The first generation of historians of
the industrial economy also saw the adoption of the
steam engine and advent of the factory system as the
defining characteristics of an age which began, quite
suddenly, around 1780, and viewed them as con-
taining the origins of the social ills of their own
times, the turn of the 19th century (Toynbee 1884;
Webb & Webb 1911). Although the contemporary
accounts have ensured that factories and the factory
system have remained central to discussion of indus-
trialisation, historical discourse has long-since
brought to attention other themes, particularly the
importance of changes in the structure of invest-
ment; it has also adduced a more refined and gradu-
alist understanding of the chronology and effects of
the application of power to different processes, and
comprehended the phase of proto-industrialisation
discussed by Palmer in Chapter 1.1

The study of industrial buildings has, in a more
compressed period, followed a broadly similar path
to that of historical enquiry, but for different
reasons. Systematic interest in the subject began in
the 1970s when one of the early consequences of the
transition to a post-industrial economy was the
closure of factories and mills on an unprecedented
scale. The buildings thus made redundant were often
massive, visually dominant in their locality,
landmarks; their demolition had an immediately
obvious effect on their surroundings. This was the
spur to a wave of research aimed at understanding
the historical significance of the buildings, and led to
a recognition that some are amongst the most archi-
tecturally innovative and significant of their period,
as well as monuments to a phase of human achieve-
ment and a way of life which was about to disappear.
The fate of workshops, by contrast, has not been so
stark, so sudden, or so noticeable. Countless build-
ings, such as Yorkshire weavers’ cottages, which
once combined working and living space have long-
since lost their industrial functions, former working
areas simply having been absorbed into the domestic

arena with little change in outward appearance.
Elsewhere the erosion of often relatively small and
architecturally undistinguished buildings has been
gradual, its cumulative effect scarcely noticed until
after the event. Appreciation of what has been lost,
and of what still could be lost, has informed, and been
informed by, appreciation of the ways in which ‘ordi-
nary’ buildings create distinctive built environments
and lend to places their individual character.

The interest of building historians in these smaller
manifestations of the period of industrialisation has
also been stimulated by economic historians’ re-
evaluation of the significance of workshops for the
industrial economy and industrialising process of
the 18th and 19th centuries. With the publication of
this corpus of material relating to the physical
evidence, behind some of which lies considerably
more detailed research, there is an opportunity for
economic historians and those who work with the
historic environment to bring their insights together
to create a new understanding of the organisation
and evolution of particular industries, of methods of
production, and of the ways of work and life of those
engaged in them. Buildings, as much as texts and
documents, are primary sources, often illuminating
what actually happened on the ground in a partic-
ular place at a particular time in a way which, even
for the relatively recent past, complements the
evidence supplied by contemporary commentators
and by documents; in particular they can contribute
significantly to understanding the kinds of environ-
ment in which former generations lived and worked.

Only in recent years has it been appreciated quite
how many workshop buildings still exist in large
parts of the country, ranging from the Gloucester-
shire and Somerset textile areas to those of
Lancashire and West Yorkshire, and from the
metal-working towns of Birmingham and Sheffield
to the furniture-making parts of east London, to
single out but a few. One of the most surprising reali-
sations has been of the survival of the highly signifi-
cant but fragmentary evidence of the silk workshops
of Spitalfields discussed by Guillery. These rela-
tively neglected elements of the historic fabric of
England in their day provided work space for a far
larger proportion of the population than did the
factories which have attracted so much attention.2 It
has, for example, been calculated that in 1833 there
were two and a half outworkers to every one of the
1000 workers in the textile mills of Trowbridge
(Palmer & Neaverson 2003, 135); according to an
estimate of the 1860s, Tillie’s shirt factory at
Londonderry employed 1000 operatives but no fewer
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than nine times that number outside the factory
(Marx 1887, 462).

Much of the reason for the continued importance of
extra-factory production is related to differing rates
of mechanisation both between industries and with-
in the range of trades which came together to form
a single industry. The earliest and best-known
examples are those of the cotton and woollen indus-
tries, in which power was applied to spinning almost
a generation before a way was found of harnessing it
to weaving. The result was that, from the 1780s,
domestic spinning was rapidly rendered uncompeti-
tive by machines of such unprecedented sophisti-
cation, size, and cost that they required new forms of
building to house them, financed by significant new
concentrations of capital, and necessitated new
kinds of labour, driven by the speed and rhythm of
the machines themselves (Ure 1835, 6–9). The vast
quantities of yarn created by the new spinning
machines caused equally fundamental changes in
weaving, as manufacturers strove to turn the thread
into cloth and then finished articles. The change in
weaving was not however primarily technological,
and, although there were some improvements in
looms, by far the greater part of the increase in
production was achieved by hand weavers, whose
hours of work became longer and whose numbers
rose. At the end of the 1820s, when power looms had
begun to occupy a significant place in the production
of cotton and worsted cloth, Carlyle characterised
the time as one in which ‘On every hand, the living
artisan is driven from his workshop, to make room
for a speedier, inanimate one. The shuttle drops from
the fingers of the weaver, and falls into iron fingers
that ply it faster’ (Carlyle 1829). However, even in
the 1830s and for long after, the action of steam-
driven machinery was too violent for weaving more
delicate fabrics including gingham, muslin, cambric,
and lace. The quantity of such materials required
was so great that the number of hand-loom weavers
went on rising after powered looms were introduced
for coarser cloths (Place 1835). It was this machine
and factory-impelled intensification of domestic and
workshop production which accounted for the partic-
ular misery associated with non-factory workers and
called forth the especial horror of social commenta-
tors and political reformers alike (e.g. Taylor 1842,
145–6; Engels 1845, 149–50; Marx 1887, 462–9;
Royston Pike 1966, 203–04). It was the same impel-
ling force which created the need for the vast number
of weavers’ cottages built in Lancashire and York-
shire between the end of the 18th and the middle of
the 19th century (cf Smith 1971).

For entrepreneurs there were some financial
advantages in continuing to use home-based labour,
for they did not have to pay for looms or work space,
and outworkers were more easily and cheaply laid off
in lean times than were factory hands (King &
Timmins 2002, 53, 56; Palmer & Neaverson 2003,
144–6). Not all industrialists, however, took this
view, and there arose other, non-domestic, kinds of
workshop in which labour was centralised. One kind

perhaps evolved from earlier, 18th-century, cloth-
iers’ houses in which there was space for a few paid
workers (Smith 1971, 251–4; RCHME 1985, 97–8): as
the pace and scale of production increased, many
such clothiers managed to expand their businesses
and establish loomshops on a larger scale, often
separate from their houses. Another kind of loom-
shop was that created by factory owners on their own
premises, the additional capital costs perhaps offset
by the advantages of better supervision and control.
All three kinds of working arrangement were conse-
quences of the factory system: although the last was
within the factory, since none of these kinds of work
place was mechanised, all can be considered as
different elements within the broad category encom-
passed by the term ‘workshop’. The persistence of
domestic production was also found in other textile
trades, such as lace, and in the garment-making
industry (eg Engels 1845, 197–202), one of the last of
this group of trades in which production entered the
factory being stocking knitting (Palmer 2000, 59).
The processes involved in making other garments,
such as suits and shirts, were hardly susceptible to
mechanisation until the middle of the 19th century,
and even in the great tailoring centre of Leeds most
work remained home or workshop-based until the
end of the 19th century (Honeyman 2000, 4–5), often
carried out in houses with no identifiably distinct
work space. Long before then, however, seam-
stresses, for all that they might have appeared to
retain control over the speed of their work, had been
reduced to little more than the physically remote
human agents of the spinning machine. As Thomas
Hood put it in his relentlessly mechanical 1843
account of the fate of a shirt-maker:

Work — Work — Work,

Like the Engine that works by steam,
A mere machine of iron and wood
That toils for Mammon’s sake —
Without a brain to ponder and craze
Or a heart to feel — and break!

(Hood 1843, lines 83–8)

This unfortunate woman worked at home and by
hand, for the sewing machine was still a thing of the
future, but the advent of the machine did nothing to
ease the lot of her children’s generation, for it led to a
concentration of workers in workshops, or ‘manu-
factories’, where the machines, beyond the financial
means of most workers, were supplied.3 The degree
of over work in such premises was no less than in
domestic situations (Marx 1887, 472–3), partly as
entrepreneurs had to cover the costs of the machines
and premises, and partly as supervision and control
of workers was much greater. As Menuge shows,
much of this is equally applicable to the North-
amptonshire boot and shoe trade.

For Marx, mechanisation and the factory system
might stimulate hand production, but only until the
reservoir of human labour was drained and the peak
of human efficiency reached: the transition from
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hand-driven domestic production to the mechanical
factory was almost inevitable (Marx 1887, 470–1).
Such was indeed the course taken by many branches
of the textile trades, but the future was to show that
the logic did not apply equally to all industries, at
least in the age of steam. The Birmingham metal
trades, for example, never achieved the scale of
factory-based centralisation found in the cotton
industry by the last quarter of the 19th century. The
buildings which accommodated the industry reveal
much of the story. As Cattell shows, trades originally
conducted in houses or in small workshops associ-
ated with houses, created a critical mass which led to
the transformation of a once high-class residential
area into an industrial quarter. It contained busi-
nesses of varying size ranging from the domestic
through a variety of workshop premises (some, but
not all, associated with domestic accommodation) to
small factories. Many of the workshops might be
characterised as manufactories, with workers
brought together by small masters. Such masters
provided premises and the costly raw materials
which were worked by hired labour; concentration of
the workforce was less related to a need for
machinery than to the value of both the raw
materials and the finished products, which might
easily be pilfered. In Sheffield too, a high proportion
of the metal working industry was conducted in
workshops, or in agglomerations of workshops
(‘works’), run by small masters. There, however, the
reason was less to do with supervision than with the
bringing into close proximity of complementary
elements of the trade, coupled with investment
needed for machinery, and economies of scale in
relation to supplies of power and heat. The only real
exception to the pattern of workshop-based indus-
tries in the region was steel-making, where the scale
of the enterprise demanded large investment in
plant and a significant concentration of labour (King
& Timmins 2001, 88–9).

If factories, ‘manufactories’, and workshops of all
kinds formed parts of a spectrum in which the
precise balance varied with time, place, and trade, so
too did even less formal work places, including those
for charcoal burning and smelting, which took place
out of doors. Such trades were no less subject to the
pressures of machine-driven industry than those
which were accommodated in special buildings:
mining for coal, the fuel which powered the machi-
nes, was even more notorious than domestic weaving
for its increasing and inhuman demands on men,
women, and children alike as, hardly aided by
mechanical aids of their own, they strove to produce
ever more (Samuel 1977, 149). Even in Cumbria,
some distance from the main concentrations of
industry, charcoal-burning and iron-smelting were,
as early as the 18th century, stimulated by the
demands and investment from the Black Country
iron masters, so that, as Bowden shows, parts of the
county became for a time significant industrial
landscapes.

The effects of ever-increasing demand upon the

kinds of production conducted in places other than
factories are hard to over estimate. The fact that
some older industries, of the kinds reviewed by
Grenville and Alston, continued to be conducted in
domestic or workshop premises suggests a greater
degree of similarity than may in fact have been the
case. Although the domestic Suffolk weaver of the
15th or 16th century and his Yorkshire counterpart
in the early 19th century both used hand-looms,
there was little in common between their ways of life
and conditions of work (cf Marx 1887, 461–2). The
impact of the shift from work conducted at the
natural and uneven pace of hand- and water-power
to a pattern of labour driven by inexhaustible artifi-
cial power was fundamental, part of a wider cultural
shift from seeing human endeavour as part of the
natural order to seeing it as mastering and bettering
nature (Thomas 1983, esp. 17–50). The resultant
quest for ever greater efficiency and productivity saw
increasing division of labour, each individual worker
often only performing a single operation rather than
creating a complete product, practice making the
operation fast and perfect (Martineau 1852b): even a
needle might pass through the hands of 120 different
people (Samuel 1977, 51).

It is in charting the pace and location and the
specific local nature of such new modes of produc-
tion that the evidence of the built environment is
particularly valuable. For the period before the 18th
century much of the evidence has to be drawn from
excavation, and the particular industries discussed
by Grenville are not the most likely to have taken
place in substantial and durable buildings, even
where their predominantly urban or suburban sites
have not been redeveloped. For other trades, how-
ever, buildings with specialist spaces can be found,
often, as Alston indicates, not recognised or under-
stood. They may be concentrated in rural areas such
as Suffolk and Sussex where early industrial
activity, large-scale for its day, left a legacy of
substantial buildings of types which could be adapt-
ed to primarily domestic use, enabling their
survival. Such buildings are however, only the
clothiers’ premises, and there is no evidence for
where other activities, including the majority of
weaving, were performed. While many weavers’
houses may have succumbed to the vicissitudes of
time, it is possible that much weaving was con-
ducted in quite ordinary houses without special, or
at least identifiable, work space: looms and spin-
ning apparatus could have been set up in a chamber
at one end of the hall without leaving any physical
trace in a building. It may even be quite likely that
some kind of craft activity was conducted, at least
on a part-time basis, in many medieval and
early-modern houses, perhaps supplying a supple-
ment to agricultural income which enabled a
substantial house to be built. The use for weaving of
now unidentifiable space in houses also seems char-
acteristic of 17th- and early 18th-century
Gloucestershire and Wiltshire (Palmer & Neaver-
son 2003), though there the continuation of the
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industry into more recent times may have swept
away some of the evidence, including early cloth-
iers’ houses.

The earliest houses so far identified which were of
a form to indicate their association with weaving are
those in London. That is not surprising, for London
was the largest and most advanced town in the
country in the late 17th and the 18th century, and, as
Clifford notes, the place where the critical mass
required for the true division of labour was first
achieved. Pursing Guillery’s thought that some
features of later weavers’ cottages elsewhere could
have been derived from London, as well as the
evidence from Wiltshire, Gloucestershire, and the
West Riding of Yorkshire, it seems that the arrival of
distinctive weavers’ cottages in an area was a conse-
quence of a shift in the mode of production from the
truly domestic to the later kind of factory-driven
system described above. In other industries, changes
in the types of building which accommodated non-
factory production are similarly indicative of intensi-
fication and change: in Sheffield, for example, the
mid-19th century saw the replacement of now lost (or
at least unidentified) work spaces in houses and
garrets with agglomerations of workshops, or
‘works’, and in Northamptonshire the advent of the
workshop-factory marked a significant moment in
the development of the boot and shoe trades.

Division of labour was intended to achieve a peak
of efficiency. Its effect, however, was that, as both
Cattell and Wray demonstrate from contemporary
evidence, unless production was concentrated in a
single workshop or manufactory, articles had to be
moved, often many times, from one workshop to
another during the course of manufacture. For this
to be economically sustainable required a density of
businesses within a restricted area, so that the
network of inter-dependent workshops created a
kind of dispersed factory, with the specialist workers
working like a dispersed machine. The result was the
creation of tight-knit communities with a sense of
common purpose, fate, and identity, living in areas
dominated by the buildings, often individually
undistinguished, of the local trade: the mass of such
buildings often transformed the local landscape and,
where they still exist, create a dominant sense of
local distinctiveness. In Birmingham, for example,
the early houses, various generations of workshop,
and more specialised 19th-century buildings of the
Jewellery Quarter are not only artefacts of every
stage through which the metal trades have passed
since the late 18th century, but fundamentally
transformed the once elegant residential area,
creating a dense small- and medium-scale urban
grain which can still be appreciated as distinctive
today. Although the effect is not always so notice-
able, the same is true of the Northamptonshire boot
and shoe towns, with their end of street warehouses,
sometimes attached to masters’ houses, and their
street patterns created by the sometimes scarcely

consciously noticed back-of-plot workshops. As
Campion shows in relation to Nottinghamshire,
different circumstances, some of which can now only
be surmised, led to variations over quite small areas,
so that each settlement underwent its own partic-
ular development and had its own peculiar physical
character, very probably also reflected in its social
composition and culture. The transformative effect
of workshops on the landscape was felt even in areas
where factories or mills are the most obvious
features. In the West Riding Pennines, weavers’
cottages form as distinctive an element of the valley
towns as the mills and loomshops which catch (or
caught) the eye by virtue of their scale. The combina-
tion transforming once relatively insignificant
settlements into hubs of the 19th-century economy.
The concentration of weavers’ cottages in smaller
places such as Mirfield and Hartshead fundamen-
tally changed the settlement pattern, joining up
dispersed settlements within the townships to create
nucleated, or semi-nucleated, ones in areas where
they had not previously existed (Roberts & Wrath-
mell 2002, 90–2).

It is in this, the constitutive effect on the buildings,
settlements, and spaces which still surround us that
workshops, even for industries which have long
closed or moved away, still affect our lives today. For
those who built them and lived and worked in their
surroundings they were the vital means to earning a
living, whether good or wretched. For other, more
dispassionate contemporaries however, they were
the backbone of the national economy: it may have
been steam power which drove Britain’s economic
dominance, but a large part of what was driven was
not new machines in new factories, but human
beings in the great range of workshops, domestic and
outdoor industries, who strove to keep up. It was
perhaps not for nothing that Disraeli, speaking in
1838 on international envy of the preeminence of the
national economy, described England not as the
factory, but as ‘the workshop for the world’ (Hansard
1838, 939/2).

Notes

1. For discussion of the historiography to the early
1980s, see Cannadine 1984; some of the more
recent trends are scrutinised in Berg 1994.

2. Even in the most advanced industries related to
textiles, fewer than half the workers in 1850
were in factories – see Freedgood 2003, 1–2. For
the variable application of powered machinery in
other trades, which is to some extent an index of
the degree to which they came to be based in
factories, see Samuel 1977.

3. For a similar development in Leicestershire
stocking knitting, where new machines were too
large to be accommodated in knitters’ houses, see
Palmer 2000, 66–70.
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