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T h e  n o r t h  of England has often been described as an economically and socially 
backward area during the pre-industrial period. By the second half of the seventeenth 
century this view is recognized as having much less relevance, but the amount of 
recent work on the period c. 1650-1750 has been rather limited. While the north west 
has been relatively well covered by historians over the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, the arguments of Hughes, James and Nef about the importance of com
mercial and industrial development in the north east to English economic growth and 
social change before the later eighteenth century have only recently begun to be fol
lowed up.1 Among the few aspects of north-eastern society which have been studied 
systematically, recent work on literacy in tfie diocese of Durham between 1560 and 
1630 has claimed that the area was steeped in illiteracy due to the relatively retarded 
nature of its socio-economic life.2 Yet by the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
century the economic importance of the north east is manifest, and with it came some 
of the highest levels of literacy in England.3 Apparent lack of documentation has 
meant that no analysis of literacy is available for the later seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries which could be used to examine how long the north east 
remained “backward”, when it achieved its prominence in literacy attainment, and the 
sort of factors important in bringing this about.

This paper sets out to fill in some of these obvious gaps by looking at one 
occupational group in Newcastle upon Tyne during the seventeenth and early 
eighteenth century: the shoemakers or “cordwainers”. The criterion of literacy used is 
the admittedly imperfect but generally accepted one of ability to sign or mark a 
document. Those writing their full name are deemed literate, those making initials 
or other marks are taken to be illiterate. The crudity of this index is well known.4 
It gives no hint as to facility in other literate skills such as reading, counting or even 
writing more than simply one’s name. Nevertheless reading was taught before writing, 
and nineteenth century evidence suggests that ability to sign is associated with 
reasonable proficiency in reading, thus marking a rough mid-point in the spectrum 
of literate accomplishments. The criterion is above all “universal, standard and 
direct”,5 allowing quantitative comparisons to be made between different time 
periods, areas and social classes.

In the absence of all but a handful of church court depositions—possibly the most 
representative source of signatures and marks—for the decades from the 1630s to 
1710s, a collection of bonds from the Cordwainers’ Company of Newcastle upon Tyne



was examined covering 1618-1740.6 While not the only source for such an 
enquiry—wills, marriage bonds and assize depositions provide usable material—these 
nevertheless offer interesting insights into the dimension of urban literacy in the north 
east. Examples of bonds similar to those used here can be found in other Newcastle 
company records, but are especially numerous for the cordwainers. These bonds fall 
into two broad categories. One type relates to freemen achieving freedom of the 
company, and obliged each brother to “give his bond for the observance of all or
dinances” of the company.7 This sort of bond was subscribed by the freeman and three 
witnesses; only the signature or mark of the person entering into the bond was used. 
His name, occupation and residence were recorded along with the sum in which he 
was bound to the steward and wardens of the company, plus a short standardized 
phrase about obedience to company rules. The other class of bond relates to trans
gressions of company regulations by non-freemen or “foreigners”. These bonds give 
the signature or mark of the principal and his bondsman, usually with a short account 
of the offence committed, but otherwise offer the same information as above. Cord
wainers were given considerable powers over cobblers, and disputes were common. 
Cobblers had to have leave from the cordwainers to set up in business mending shoes, 
and “searchers and sealers” were appointed to look for unlawful making and selling 
of leather goods. The fact that the surviving bonds date from 1618 may perhaps be 
associated with a 1617 act of Common Council against those “under colour of 
exercising the trade of cobler, who should only mend auld shoes that are brought 
to them to be mended, do buy great number of auld shoes mended and made fit 
to be worne att London and elsewhere and cause them to be brought to Newcastle 
upon Tyne”. Thus both freemen and non-freemen are covered in the bonds in roughly 
equal numbers, preventing any bias which might arise from the possibly greater skills 
and literacy of the former. Wide varieties of wealth and status among shoemakers 
are implied by the circumstances surrounding offences noted in non-freemen bonds.

Of the 584 men who subscribed these bonds between the early seventeenth and 
mid-eighteenth century, nearly all gave their residence as Newcastle. A handful came 
from nearby North and South Shields and Gateshead, from coastal towns with trading 
links to Newcastle such as Norwich and Yarmouth, and finally a very few from inland 
Durham, Yorkshire and Cumberland. Among cordwainers, residences adhere closely 
to the pattern of origins of apprentices to the company in the mid-eighteenth century: 
85% came from Newcastle itself, and all but 5% from within ten miles of the city.9 
Among these 584 subscribers 395 are described as cordwainer, shoemaker or cobbler 
(68%), 110 as yeoman (18%) and the remaining 79 comprise a mixture of 21 
occupations among which mariners, sailors, merchants, smiths, weavers, millers and 
tanners are prominent. Analysis is confined to shoemakers because of the relatively 
small numbers in other groups. Despite differences in nomenclature it is unlikely that 
differences between cordwainers, shoemakers and cobblers were particularly marked 
outside London and the terms can be treated as synonymous.10

Though cordwainers might be thought to be atypical of the literacy of urban trades
men and craftsmen as a whole, Cressy’s study of four dioceses in England from 
1580-1700 reveals that they in fact occupied a middling position in literacy attain-



ment.11 They thus form a useful cross-section of the economically important crafts
man and tradesman group in the developing towns of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. In Newcastle between 1660 and 1729 leather workers formed some 10% of 
trades, crafts and professions, with cordwainers the largest single occupation within 
this group.12

t a b l e  1 Cordwainer Illiteracy in Newcastle, 1618-1740

Date N % illiterate

1618-1655 [95] 52
1655-1665 [77] 48
1666-1677 [60] 28
1678-1693 [53] 23
1694-1720 [78] 4
1721-1740 [32] 3

[395]

Table 1 shows the proportions of illiterate shoemakers in seventeenth and early 
eighteenth century Newcastle. Two points are immediately apparent. First is the 
dramatic improvement in literacy among this group. In just over a century ability 
to sign had changed from a skill achieved by only half the subscribers to one which 
was nearly universal. Bonds continue into the late eighteenth century, and the ex
tremely low levels of illiteracy were maintained throughout. The second noteworthy 
aspect is that improvements took place in steps rather than progressing steadily. The 
late 1660s and early 1670s mark the first of these steps, but the most spectacular fall 
in illiteracy seems to have come in the 1690s and 1700s.

How do these results compare with other sources? The score for the period 1618-55 
is close to Cressy’s finding from deposition evidence of 50% illiteracy for craftsmen 
and tradesmen in the diocese of Durham as a whole in the 1630s.13 A hundred years 
later however the same source shows 20% illiteracy for this group: a clear contrast with 
the 3% obtaining among contemporary cordwainers.14 This divergence provides a 
clue to important changes in the intervening period. While earlier literacy levels of 
similar groups were much the same in both towns and rural areas, the former had 
forged ahead during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The change 
was however confined to the larger urban communities. Table 2 shows that while 
Newcastle and Durham had far superior literacy, those in villages and market towns 
lagged some way behind.15 To some extent the superior performance of city dwelling 
males can be attributed to the fact that greater numbers of persons in literate 
occupations such as professionals and craftsmen and tradesmen lived there, but even 
when these groups are broken down by residence the pattern remains.

A similarly pronounced improvement in urban literacy levels is clear in late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth century London. From a level of 16% illiteracy 
1670-99, London craftsmen and tradesmen improved to a mere 1% by the 1720s.16



t a b l e  2 Illiteracy by community of residence, 
Durham Diocese Consistory Court Male Depon

ents, 1716-55 
Type of Community N  % illiterate

Village [114] 26
Market town [69] 20
City [27] 4

[210]

It is likely that Newcastle cordwainers took part in the same sort of dramatic fall 
in illiteracy at much the same period as London craftsmen and tradesmen as a 
whole. Not all groups participated in this advance: other evidence suggests 
stagnating literacy levels among low status groups such as labourers, coalworkers and 
keelmen. This suggests that socio-economic groups participating in the commercial 
expansion of the second half of the seventeenth century, and likely to be in
fluenced by it were experiencing increased literacy, while the majority of the work
force were not. This is particularly true in the growing towns of the period which 
acted as catalysts for social and economic change. Higher urban literacy may have 
been due to better educational provision. We cannot ignore the fact that many 
town dwellers were immigrants from other areas and need not have been educated in 
Newcastle, though the percentage of immigrants in the population was falling over 
time.17 It is also worth noting that by the late seventeenth century Newcastle was 
second in importance only to London as a chapbook publishing and distribution 
centre, and among its other cultural attainments had pretensions towards a social 
season.18

It is perhaps too readily accepted that whole geographical regions can be described 
as “advanced” or “backward” without paying attention to the position of different 
social groups or the extent of integration into market systems attained by various 
types of community. If for example we accept that Newcastle cordwainers, rep
resentative of economically active social groups as a whole, were participating in the 
same sort of literacy development as those in London we must accept that in 
certain important respects the north east had ceased to be the backward area historians 
have claimed for the sixteenth century. Expansion of the coal industry and of other 
areas of internal trade had a disproportionately large impact on those involved in 
transport, mercantile and distributive trades. Acting as an important social accelerator 
the town became a significant regional centre in its own right. Increasingly 
assimilated into a national economic context, Newcastle, far from being a socio
economic backwater, was firmly integrated into the framework of social and 
economic developments which were to make England the first industrial nation.
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