
Worfield and the Wool Trade
I know that lambing has already started on some of the farms in Worfield which is a reminder of the 

important place which sheep have had in the economy of the parish certainly from as far back as we have 
records. In January, sheep farmers will be receiving a number of woolsacks from their allocated wool 
merchant. After shearing, the fleeces will be packed in the sacks which are then sewn up and labelled. The 
wool is then taken either by the farmer or the wool merchant to a depot where the wool is graded and 
weighed. In Worfield the most common sheep breed is the Texel which produces a high quality wool priced 
at around 90p a kg. The marketing of wool today is carried out by the British Wool Marketing Board, one of 
the few nationalised industries left in the country. Wool has been a highly regulated trade since it was 
recognised as being of high value and therefore a good source of revenue. 

Until the late seventeenth century wool was the main cash crop from sheep. Shropshire’s Marches wool 
was very sought after and that from the areas around Shrewsbury and Bridgnorth particularly prized. 
Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries only Herefordshire wool was considered finer.  

Today, with the profit coming from chiefly from lamb meat, and wool being almost a hindrance, the 
pressure is on to increase the number of lambs per ewe. Lambing rates today are much higher than they were 
in Tudor and Stuart England. I suppose nowadays farmers will aim for 2 lambs per ewe but in former times 
lambing rates could fall as low as 0.3 lambs per ewe. The number of lambs then wasn’t as important as the 
quality and quantity of wool. 

After lambing in March the next event in the shepherds’ calendar was shearing. This would be weather-
dependent, as it is today, but the aim would be to shear in June. Great care was taken since this could be the 
biggest harvest of the year, providing much-needed cash. To ensure a fleece which was free from sand and 
dirt the sheep were washed before shearing. This no longer happens but it certainly did in living memory. I 
remember Derek Rowley telling me that the sheep at Chesterton were washed in the Stratford Brook. 

The hand-shearing which followed must have been an arduous job. Mechanised shearing is hard enough 
but hand shearing must have been incredibly tough. Apparently, skilled shearers in the seventeenth century 
could shear 80 to 90 sheep in a day. I imagine that these sheep would have been much smaller and wouldn’t 
have carried the weight of fleece they do today but even so, that is quite an achievement. The fleeces would 
be wrapped, or wound, as it was called, the job being done carefully to hide the kempy or hairy wool which 
would reduce its price. 

Next the wound wool would be laid out in a dry barn to be assessed for tithes. Was the wool taken to the 
tithe barn or was it assessed on the farm? One is tempted to say that it would have been examined on the 
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farm but I can’t say I have any evidence for that. And now we get into some really grey areas. What 
happened to the wool? Was it sold on the farm, at Bridgnorth market or elsewhere? In 1265, King Henry III 
granted to Shrewsbury as a reward for its support in the Barons’ War that, ‘no wool merchant should make 
any purchases of wool anywhere in Shropshire save in the market towns of the county.’ One hopes that some 
records of the wool trade in Bridgnorth have survived but we will see.  

The occupations listed in the early Parish Registers (these are the fathers’ occupations in the baptismal 
records) between 1562 and 1612 show how people were involved in the processing of wool. Spinning would 
probably have been done by women and there were weavers at The Riddings, Chesterton, The Lowe, 
Roughton , The Sonde, Astrell, Newton, Hilton and Woldington. 
Weavers 
1562 John Taylor at The Riddings 
1567 William Webbe, Chesterton 
1589 Thomas Webbe of Chesterton 
1571 Richard Allen at The Lowe 
1572 Roger Stockall at The Lowe 
1573 Richard Teverell at Roughton 
1577 Thomas Wyllot at The Lowe & later at The Sonde 
1582 William Hoggins of Astrell 
1586 William Crodgington of Oldington & later of Newton 
1594 Humphrey Picke of Chesterton. later of Hilton 
1612 Dan Rowley of Woldington  
Shearmen 
Shearmen finished the cloth and worked at the fulling mills. Within the period looked at, Thomas Sutton was 
shearman at the Walk Mill in 1565, and William Cox was shearman at Kingslow in 1599. After the cloth was 
beaten by hammers in the fulling mill, the nap was raised by teasels mounted on a bar across the cloth and 
the shearmen would trim the threads to give a smooth finish. The cloth would then be laid out in a field and 
tied to tenterhooks. 
Some of the cloth thus produced was no doubt made into clothes locally. 
Tailors: 
1565 William Weaver at Worfield 
1568 William Bradney at Worfield 
1571 Richard Haslewood at Oldington, later at Newton  
1574 Hewgh Howle at Hilton 
1577 Hugh Barney at Rindlefort 
1583 John Habberley at the Lowe 
1588 John Thomas of Chesterton 
1590 Jerome Warter of Hallon 
1592 Richard Dun of Worfield 
1595 William Millens at Hilton 
1603 Francis Willcox at The Sonde 
1603 John Barrett of Worfield  

There was another group who were essential to the wool trade, the merchants. Cloth not needed locally or 
which could get a better price outside the area will have been sent down the River Severn to Bristol. On the 
return journey up the Severn the trows carried wine, fish and fruit. The merchants made (and often lost) 
fortunes in exporting their wares. It was a risky business as the name merchant venturer indicates. Piracy was 
a constant problem adding to the natural dangers of sailing south to the Mediterranean and as far north as 
Norway and Iceland. The thought of the wealth these merchants could make must have allayed their fears.  

Bristol merchants in the fifteenth century included William Rowley junior,who died in Bordeaux in 1478 
and who had entrusted to John Chester the ship and goods for which he was responsible. The following year, 
William’s uncle,William Rowley senior, died in the Netherlands and Thomas Rowley died in Bristol around 
the same time. The widows of merchants continued their husbands’ businesses and Joanna, the widow of 
William Rowley senior, received sugar from Lisbon in 1479 and the following year oil and wax from Lisbon 
and woad and wine from Spain. It would be lovely to say that these Rowleys came from Worfield but sadly I 
haven’t got that proof. The parish registers reveal the following Worfield merchants: 
1580 Richard Sonde, merchant, from London 
1604 William Rowley, clothier, from Rowley 
1607 Francis Rowley, merchant venturer 

As a London merchant Richard Sonde would have had a portfolio of products and it would be a surprise if 
wool or cloth weren’t part of the mix. London merchants would live partly in London and partly in the 
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country. Could it be that the house at the Sonde was built with merchant money and might it be that Rowley 
was built, at least in part, from William Rowley’s dealings in cloth? 
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