
The Wool Trade in Wolverhampton
This is the substance of a talk given at Wolverhampton Local History Symposium in February 2018 
by myself, Jane Smith. The intention is to follow this loose proposal with more research to find out 
as much as we can about the nature of Wolverhampton’s wool trade. 

————- 
I grew up in the certain knowledge that the folds of Wolverhampton were connected with the wool 
trade and across the internet today you will read statements such as this: in medieval times 
Wolverhampton was a centre of the wool trade, hence the woolsack on its coat of arms. But do we 
have the facts to support these conclusions? Perhaps it is time to distinguish between facts and and, 
if not fiction, then the imaginative interpretation of information. 

Before Christmas I met Philip Jones and we discovered that we had a mutual interest in the wool 
trade in the town. Phil have looked at possible drovers’ routes going through the town and it would 
be good to collaborate in the future. 

Gerald Mander said that Wolverhampton did not enter the Wool Trade commercially until the 
fifteenth century. Given that England had had a thriving wool trade for at least 300 years before this 
we might wonder why that was so. Before we look at Wolverhampton specifically we need to 
understand a little about wool and the early wool trade. 

Pigs had played their part in clearing the country of natural woodland to produce parkland and 
pasture. The animal which replaced them offered much more than this. Sheep provided manure, 
milk, meat, skins and wool and by far the most important of these was wool.Wool provided a cash 
crop vital for farmers and most of all the King who would dip into the pot of woollen gold as his 
needs required. By 1300 half the value of the country of England was in wool. The best wool was 
and is from the June clip. Shearing then as now can only take place when the weather warms and 
the fleece literally rises from the sheep’s back. Once the fleece has risen the shears will follow that 
line between the old growth and the new beneath it and the shearer will removed the fleece in one 
piece. That is then wrapped or wound and put into sacks. All grades of wool had their uses, even 
from animals which were slaughtered or died of natural causes. These were called wool fells. 
The biggest demand for wool came from Flanders and the most highly prized English wool was 
Marches wool, particularly from the areas around Shrewsbury and Bridgnorth.Staffordshire as well 
had good quality wool. 

The early wool dealers took risks but the rewards were great. Wool merchants became 
immensely powerful as early as the twelfth century. Nicholas de Ludlow from Shrewsbury was 
wool merchant to Edward 1 in the thirteenth century but by the fourteenth century parliament 
decided to tax wool. Tighter regulation was put in place. Henceforth only certain towns were 
permitted to trade in wool for export - Staple Towns (map on next page) and only licensed 
merchants, about 3/400 of them could trade in wool. The merchants thus became known as the 
merchants of the staple. By 1363 Calais was settled on as the only town from which wool could be 
exported to the continent and so it remained until we lost control of Calais in 1558. 
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How did the wool go from Farm to Flanders? After shearing the wool was packed into wool 
marked with the farmer’s mark. If it was a large farm or the flock of a monastery the merchant’s 
agent might visit the farm directly. If someone had one or two sheep the wool might be taken to 
market. In either case, once the merchant had bought the wool the sacks would be marked with the 
merchant’s mark. The wool would be packed on packhorses and sent overland or put on barges and 
sent down the river to the merchant’s warehouse, in all probability London The best price was still 
offered by Flemish weavers so the wool would be shipped to Calais for sale. It was a long journey 
from Farm to Flanders. 

By the 15th century wool had ceased to be the darling of the merchants. They had turned their 
attention to cloth. Partly this was to add value, partly because of increased home demand & partly 
to avoid the tighter regulation around trading in wool compared with cloth. That’s not to say there 
was no regulation around cloth. That, too, had to be checked and marked. This is a medieval cloth 
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seal which would have clipped either side of the cloth. Found in Worfield Parish the portcullis 
design is common but I like to think this may have come from Bridgnorth. 
 

So this is the point, the fifteenth century, at which Wolverhampton, according to Mander, takes 
its place in the wool trade and it would be good to record some national evidence that it had a 
significant place. This is a picture of the regional trade to Bristol in the Fifteenth Century  (taken 
from ‘Medieval Merchant Venturers,’ by E.M. Carus Wilson) and sadly there is no mention of 
Wolverhampton. I have put the town’s name in capitals but it was not on Carus-Wilson’s map.  

Similarly this picture of the main centres of clothmaking in 1500 (taken from ‘The wool Trade in 
Tudor and Stuart England,’ by Peter J. Bowden). Again, Wolverhampton has been put in capitals 
because it did not appear on Bowden’s map. It sits between the clothmaking regions around 
Shrewsbury, Oswestry and Welshpool and Coventry, Worcester and Northampton. 
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So how wasWolverhampton involved in the wool trade from the fifteenth century? Firstly we 
know that there were a number of merchants from the town who dealt out of London. Gerald 
Mander in his book, ‘The History of Wolverhampton,’ gives the list shown below. 

There was nothing unusual about this. Ambitious young men, often yeoman farmers could see the 
financial benefits in becoming a merchant. And they did make money -huge amounts of it - with 
which they often bought property. By the beginning of the seventeenth century it looked as though 
the Levesons owned most of the town and the surrounding area and what they didn’t other 
merchants did. Status was very important to them and they bought manors to enhance their position. 
They showed off their wealth by living in houses which they thought befitted their status such as 
High Hall, Graiseley and the Great Hall,all in Wolverhampton. Great Hall is so big one can 
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immediately see that the wealth which created it didn’t come from the small town which 
Wolverhampton then was. 

In reality how much contact the merchants had with Wolverhampton varied. Some many never 
have returned home. Their lives were lived in London or Calais. Sir Thomas Offley had bought 
Madeley Manor and wanted to be buried there. In fact he was buried in London.  
Wolverhampton benefitted from endowments made in the wills of many of the merchants. The poor 
were remembered, & often the Church; both, of course, in order to save the souls of the benefactors. 
One of the Levesons wanted the road improving at the Wergs for reasons no longer apparent, and 
Stephen Jennyns left money to build a school which later became the Grammar School.  

Apart from merchants, what other local people were working in wool or cloth? We know that 
James Leveson made a complaint in 1459 against a shearman in Wolverhampton for not fulling his 
cloth properly. Fulling was an essential part of preparing cloth. After weaving the cloth must be 
soaked and pounded to interlock the fibres. Before fulling, you could see daylighlight through the 
cloth, after fulling it should be dense. While the cloth is still wet, teasel heads are passed over it to 
raise the nap. The fibres which stand proud are trimmed by a shearer to produce the finished cloth.  

Since the thirteenth century water had been used to power fulling mills. Not really mills, these 
were water-powered wooden hammers which pounded the cloth with a backboard of teasel heads 
raising the nap. Only the trimming of the fibres was done by hand. This was an industrial revolution 
of national importance. If there was a stream or river in or near Wolverhampton which could be 
used to power a fulling mill there would be an application to do so. The court rolls may provide 
evidence. If there were no fulling mills it is possible that Mr Leveson’s shearmen sent the cloth to a 
neighbouring parish to be fulled or it is possible that the cloth was fulled in the town itself. If 
Wolverhampton was still fulling manually by the middle of the fifteenth century that would , I 
think, have been quite old-fashioned and would have kept Wolverhampton’s cloth industry at a craft 
rather than industrial level. 

We can pick up a record of ancillary trades in deeds, lay subsidy rolls and parish registers. I had 
hoped that I would find weavers or dyers in the deeds I looked at but they weren’t there, just 2 felt 
hat makers in Barn Street, one called Robert Fowler.The lay subsidy rolls for the Hundred of 
Seisdon 1522-24 show that there were two shearman - Nicholas Couper and Thomas Jukes & the 
early parish registers in the seventeenth century show that there were 4 dyers, 15 tailors and 6 
weavers. 

So what other evidence is there of the wool trade in the town itself. Firstly we must look at the 
Folds and here I defer to John Roper who said that the term fold is used indiscriminately in 
Wolverhampton so it is hard to know which if any of them were linked to the wool and cloth trades. 
Woolpack Alley. My suggestion here is that it may have been where wool fells were packed but I 
don’t know. The Fleece Inn was built/rebuilt in the reign of Charles II and known as the Welsh Harp 
but the deeds go back to 1598 so it’s possible that there is a connection with welsh sheep coming 
into the town. The only reference to a building for sheep that I found was a shipcote in Horseley 
Fields.  

Was wool bought and sold in the town’s weekly market? One assumes it must have been and the 
thriving nature of the market in 1544 is indicated in a description of celebrations for a marriage. The 
celebrations were open to all including all strangers and passengers that journeyed through the town 
it being a great market and thoroughfare to the town of Shrewsbury, Wales and the City of West 
Chester. But the market was described only 20 years later as very decayed.  
Annually a fair took place in W’ton for 8 days beginning on the 28 June. According to Stebbing 
Shaw there was a tradition in the town which was carried on until 1789 in which men in armour 
marched behind musicians prior to the opening of the annual fair in the town. Shaw said that it dates 
to a time when Wolverhampton was a great emporium of wool and law and order needed to be 



maintained. Lawley has listed bailiffs of the staple of Wolverhampton and others speak of rules laid 
down for the operation of a wool fair including the weighing of wool at the staple and provision for 
its storage in rows. All this sounds plausible but where did the information come from and at what 
date. Wolverhampton never was a staple town but whether the term was used for convenience I 
don’t know. 

 

But there are two features which link Wolverhampton firmly to a cloth and wool trade. the first is 
shown on Isaac Taylor’s map of 1750,2 lines of tenters. Tenters are where cloth which has been 
fulled or dyed could be pegged out on hooks to dry so that it stretches to its proper shape. Were they 
used for wool or linen? That I can’t say. Were the tenters there in the fifteenth century, say? At the 
moment I don’t know. I would hazard a guess that they were on the grounds that water is essential 
to both dyeing and fulling so the tenters would follow the watercourse as they do. Water is so 
essential to the processing of wool (and linen for that matter) and is in very short supply in 
Wolverhampton. Whether that was so in medieval times we don’t know. There do seem to be more 
references to damp places such as Swans Nests, Marshes, brooks and Reans 

The second feature is a building relating to the wool trade which was demolished in the mid 
nineteenth century. It stood in Lichfield Street formerly Kemp Street near what is now the fountain 
in St Peter’s Gardens. Fortunately someone photographed it before it was demolished so at least we 
can see these three coats of arms which were on the chimney breast. The first is the Tudor royal coat 
of arms and below this on the left is that of the drapers, at the bottom, the merchants of the staple 
and finally the City of london. Mander suggests that this was Wade Hall in which the prebendary of 
Fetherstone held his court in 1508. He also suggests that this was perhaps a cloth hall. I think this is 
an exciting find but I have questions about these coats of arms. Firstly they seem rather crude and 
secondly why is the City of London coat of arms on the wall? 



 
  

So this is what we know of Wolverhampton’s wool trade so far. It may not be of national 
importance but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t of local importance and if we look at all the available 
evidence we know we will find a story infinitely more interesting that the simplistic but often 
erroneous statements about the town’s connections with the wool trade we hear and read today. 
Only the other day I was told that a former Lord Mayor of Wolverhampton had said that the Lord 
Chancellor’s woolsack was stuffed with Wolverhampton wool. Why, I asked. ‘Because 
Wolverhampton was such an important centre for the wool trade,’ was the answer given with a 
withering look as if I was totally stupid. In fact it was discovered in 1938 that the woolsack was 
stuffed with horsehair and when it was restuffed it was filled with wool from the Commonwealth. 
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