
 

 

The Landmark Trust  Shottesbrooke  Maidenhead  Berkshire  SL6 3SW 
Charity registered in England & Wales 243312 and Scotland SC039205 
 
Bookings 01628 825925  Office 01628 825920  Facsimile 01628 825417   
Website www.landmarktrust.org.uk 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

St MARY’S LANE 

History Album 
 

 

 

Written by Charlotte Lennox-Boyd 1985, updated 2015 

 

 

  



                                                                    St Mary’s Lane History Album  

2 

 

KEY FACTS 
 
 
Built 
 

18th century 

 
Acquired by Landmark 
 

 
No 30 (now on a long term let) was 
acquired in 1970 from Gem Town Ltd.  
No 32 (Landmark holiday let) was acquired 
in 1982 from Mrs Bedham 

 
Restoration 
 

 
No 30 was restored in 1971-2  
No 32 was restored in 1984 

 
Architects 
 

 
HG Raggett ARIBA 

 
Contractors 

 
FH Safe and Son, Cheltenham 
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Summary 
 
These stocking knitters’ cottages date from the 18th century, an era when 
industrial housing still retained a measure of dignity. As such, they are relatively 
rare survivals. Tewkesbury had been known for its stockings since the 17th 
century: in 1724, Daniel Defoe described the town as ‘famous for a great 
manufacture of stockings.’  
 
Stocking knitting was one of the earliest manufacturing processes to be 
mechanised – as early as 1589, Rev. William Lee had patented a knitting frame 
(traditionally, inspiration struck through frustration at his sweetheart’s 
preoccupation with her hand knitting). Tewkesbury developed as an early centre 
of expertise for cotton stockings (cheaper than silk) because spinners in the west 
country were used to working with the local short staple wool, which enabled 
them to twist two threads of cotton together to produce a regular cotton yarn 
suitable for use on the knitting frame. Framework knitting became the chief 
occupation for inhabitants of Tewkesbury, and the domestic pieceworkers would 
have spent their days at the long first floor windows where their knitting frames 
were installed. 
 
As a direct result of Richard Arkwright’s success in factory cotton spinning, by 
the 1780s, the Nottingham knitting industry, which had previously concentrated 
on silk, had transferred its focus to cotton, using machine-spun thread superior in 
quality to that produced by the west country spinners. The inevitable outcome 
was depression for the more domestically scaled Tewkesbury knitters, further too 
from the source of mechanically spun thread. The Tewkesbury industry gradually 
declined through the 19th century, workers creatively turning their skills instead 
to outer footwear, as the town became known instead for shoe and boot 
manufacture. 
 
Landmark became involved in St Mary’s Lane in 1970, when Nos. 28 and 30 had 
been acquired in a parlous state by Gem Town Ltd., a preservation group that 
was an offshoot of Tewkesbury Civic Society and named after this area of the 
town. The company had drawn up plans for St Mary’s Lane but found themselves 
unable to raise the funds to carry them out. Landmark stepped in and, retaining 
Gem Town’s architect H G Raggett, paid for the restoration of both cottages, in 
return for the freehold on No. 30. (Gem Town Ltd kept the freehold of No. 28, 
which they have since sold). 
 
No.28 was the most dilapidated, having suffered from the removal of its 
neighbour at the end of the row. Its roof had fallen in and its side gable wall had 
to be rebuilt. Both cottages were retiled with original and second hand tiles, new 
dormers were installed and first and second floor floorboards replaced. The yards 
were tiled with old blue Staffordshire bricks, whose strange size (12” x 6½”) 
made them impossible to lay herringbone fashion. The first Landmarkers stayed at 
No. 30 in 1972. 
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In 1982, Landmark acquired No. 32, which had also been allowed to decline, and 
Mr Raggett again drew up plans for its restoration. Equivalent repairs were 
required to this cottage too, including the rebuilding of its dormer window. During 
the building work, a blocked window was discovered in the side wall and re-
opened to reveal the magnificent view of the Abbey tower. 
 
Nos. 30 and 32 were both let for holidays by Landmark until 2006, when No. 30 
was instead made available for residential letting to the local community, while 
remaining in Landmark’s care. 
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Historical Tewkesbury  

 
Tewkesbury, in the middle ages, grew around the great Benedictine abbey, with 

its variety of activities, charitable, educational, medical and hospitable, beyond 

the obvious ones of religious observance and the housing and feeding of a 

community of as many as 150 people.  Although there were only some 30 

monks, abbeys housed in addition priests, schoolboys, guests and above all 

numerous lay servants.  There were 144 servants on Tewkesbury's pay roll; 

some would have been attached to three small dependant priories, but anything 

between 80 and 100 could have served in the abbey itself, carrying out a whole 

variety of menial tasks from the stable to the kitchens; and others at a more 

senior level.  Some officers, such as the sacristan or the cellarer, were monks; 

others, such as the chamberlain or the bailiff, might be laymen, living in the 

abbey with their families. 

 

However, in January 1540, John Wakeman, abbot of Tewkesbury, and the 

monks of his Chapter, accepted the dissolution of their monastery and 

surrendered their property to King Henry VIII's Visitors.  Although many of the 

‘superstitious’ buildings were set to be destroyed, fortunately, the people of 

Tewkesbury stepped in to save the abbey church itself, declaring it to be their 

only parish church. You can now enjoy fine views across the rooftops to the 

abbey tower from the newly uncovered window in the top floor of the St Mary’s 

lane property.  The abbey gatehouse was also preserved and has now been 

restored by The Landmark Trust and is available as a holiday let.  

 

With the demise of the abbey, Tewkesbury prospered as a trading town. It had 

the advantages of a site near the confluence of the navigable Severn and Avon at 

the centre of a rich agricultural district. 

 

A market was established in the late 11th century and river traffic grew quickly.  

The quay had been built by the 15th century.  In the middle ages, merchants took 
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grain, malt and hides down the Severn to Bristol and overseas. Later, essential 

goods like coal and salt came in by river for domestic and industrial use.   

 

Like other market towns, Tewkesbury gave employment to a wide variety of 

occupations but specialised in some commodities.  Flour-milling and malting were 

important over a long period.  In the 16th century the town was famous for 

making woollen cloth and mustard.   

 

Cloth making declined later but Tewkesbury instead became one of the leading 

centres for framework-knitted stockings, at first made of wool and later cotton.  

In the late 18th and early 19th century as much as a quarter of the population was 

engaged in knitting.  At first, the frames were rented from master hosiers and set 

up at home. Large factories with new machinery were built in the late 19th 

century, but recession and competition from the East Midlands had killed the 

industry completely by 1914.  In fact, the inhabitants of another Landmark 

property, one of Richard Arkwright’s workers cottages, in North Street, 

Cromford, would have knitted their stockings in direct competition with their 

rivals in Tewkesbury and beyond. 
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  This broadsheet is in Gloucester Library, and speaks directly of 

the hardship of the framework knitters 
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The Rev. William Lee (source unknown) 

 
  



                                                                    St Mary’s Lane History Album  

13 

The invention of the stocking-frame.  

 

The stocking-frame was invented during the reign of Elizabeth I, by the Rev. 

William Lee, in Calverton, Notts. The legend is that Lee was irritated by the sight 

of the woman he loved laboriously knitting stockings on needles, and invented 

the frame in order to secure more of her attention for himself.   

 

His attempts to develop the industry were discouraged in England under Elizabeth 

and James I, on the grounds that it would put the hand-knitters out of work, and 

he went to France, where Henri IV protected him, and the manufacture was 

carried on at Rouen.  He died without having made his fortune out of his 

ingenuity, in Paris, in about 1610.  No contemporary portrait of him seems to 

have survived, but there is a memorial window depicting him in Christ's College, 

Cambridge, where he was educated, and other imaginary pictures of him.  
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The memorial window to 
William Lee in Christ’s 

College, Cambridge, put up in 
1852, Illustrated in Milton 
and Anna Grass, Stockings 
for a Queen, the life of the 

Rev. William Lee, the 
Elizabethan Inventor 
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John Aubrey, in his Brief Lives, gives an account of Lee's life, and tells a story 

which illustrates the perennial problem of the conflict between the interests of 

the workman, and the progress of invention.  This conflict was to bring about 

great suffering while the industry was declining, and is still with us in various 

manifestations. 

 

 
 

 
 

John Aubrey, Brief Lives ed. Oliver Lawson Dick (1950) 
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  ‘The invention of the stocking loom’ 

This engraving, after a picture by Alfred Elmore, ARA, 1847, is a 
fanciful reconstruction of the scene in which the learned clergyman 
observes his loved one knitting by hand, and determines to invent a 
better way.  The presence of the baby probably indicates that the 

artist was thinking of that version of the story, as in Aubrey’s Brief 
Lives, in which the young woman is Lee’s wife.  (Royal Academy 

Library) 
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  A companion picture by Alfred Elmore to that of Rev. William Lee, was 

sold at Christies, London on 26 March 1982.  It shows the invention of the 
Combing Machine, and attached to it is a similarly moving legend: 

 
“This ingenious machine, now in general use in every silk, cotton and 

woollen manufactory in Europe, which, to quote the words of Mr 
Hawksure, acts with almost the delicacy of the touch of the human 

fingers, cost its inventor, Joshua Heilman of Alsace, a considerable fortune 
in fruitless efforts to bring it to perfection. 

 
Disheartened and nearly destitute, he returned to his native place to visit 

his family, and whilst sitting by the fire, happening to turn round, perceived 
one of his daughters combing her hair, when an idea struck him.  He had 
found that which was wanting, and to this simple incident was indebted 

for the perfecting of his invention.” 
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  ‘Metier à faire des bas’ The first of the numerous illustrations of the 

article ‘Bas’ in the Encyclopédie by D Diderot and J le R d’Alembert, 
receuil des Plances II (Paris 1763) 
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  A membership card in Leicester Museum, of the Fraternity of 

Frame-work Knitters, showing William Lee and his invention, 
dated 9 February 1791 
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This photograph from Leicester museum of technology shows a 
framework knitting machine in the workshop being worked 
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St Mary’s Lane 

 

This row of framework knitters' cottages is a relic of an industry which once 

provided the chief employment for the people of Tewkesbury. Its former 

inhabitants would have spent their days by the long windows, knitting stockings 

flat on a frame.  The dependence of the town on this industry was such that in 

times of depression there was severe hardship.  Defoe in about 1724 called 

Tewkesbury already 'famous for a great manufacture of stockings'.   

 
 
According to Bennett’s, History of Tewkesbury: 
 
In 1810, the number of stocking frames employed in the town was reckoned to 

be eight hundred; they were accurately counted in 1819, at a time when the 

trade was in a very depressed state, and they were then only five hundred and 

fifty-nine. [In 1830] there are between seven and eight hundred frames at work, 

and it is calculated that these afford employment to about fifteen hundred 

individuals, or more than one fourth of the entire population. 

 

But the Select Committee on Framework Knitting were told in 1845 that only 380 

frames were in use in 1844, and 550 were idle.  Independent outworkers became 

factory workers; there were only eight manufacturers in the town by 1852, and 

the industry had died out completely by 1910. 

 

Anyone who is interested in the history of this industry should consult Gravenor 

Henson's History of the Framework Knitters, (Nottingham l831) which is a very 

early and remarkable example of working class history written from a radical 

trade unionist standpoint.  There is a copy of this work on the bookshelf.  The 

Tewkesbury Museum in Barton Street is also full of local information. 
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The three cottages down this lane, all of which have been restored by the 

Landmark Trust were locally known as the Silk Mill or Stocking Factory.  They 

were in fact built for “home industry” before such workshops or factories were 

established, a fact which makes the block particularly interesting from an 

industrial archaeological point of view. 

 

John Betjeman, turning here to look back towards Church Street remarked “the 

Abbey Tower looks all the bigger for the cottages and silk mill alongside.  How 

important it is to have small buildings to show up large ones, how essential are 

these little foils to the big buildings.” 

 

The semi circular curve of St Mary’s Lane is dominated by the three old cottages 

which line the south west side of the lane.  The cottages dominate the 

townscape at this point.  They provide a strong vista approached from the north 

and their sombre height encloses the curving view of the abbey. 

 

Their construction was simple and typical of their period; local brick and tile, elm 

timbers in roofs and floors, oak framed windows with sub-frames of iron.  The 

original cottages comprised three floors of one room each linked by a narrow 

winding spiral staircase of elm boards, and an attic.  Later, narrow sculleries were 

added to the rear of each cottage using space that was once the rear passage-

way serving each cottage.  Large windows in the front wall lighting the first floor 

rooms clearly indicate that here were the trade rooms, where the looms were 

kept.  There can be no doubt that the cottages are a relic of the cottage industry 

of the town and are of interest to the general plan of the area. 
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‘The interior of the patent renewable stocking factory at 
Tewkesbury’ Illustrated Times 24 November 1860.  

This is a rare picture of stocking frame knitting actually in 
Tewkesbury, but the inhabitants of St Mary’s Lane were not 

factory workers like this, but would have worked at home in a 
small co-operative 
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  Before restoration in 1969 (photo sourced from the Cheltenham 

Newspaper Company) 
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The Restoration of St Mary’s Lane 

 

This began in 1970 with the work on Nos. 28 and 30 St Mary’s Lane. These 

buildings had been bought by Gem Town Ltd., a preservation group which was 

an offshoot of the Tewkesbury Civic Society, operating as a company. Its 

intention was to restore several buildings in this area of Tewkesbury, which is 

named Gem Town. They drew up plans for St Mary’s Lane, but found that they 

lacked sufficient money to carry them out. The Landmark Trust then stepped in, 

and retaining Gem Town’s architect, H G Raggett, paid for the restoration of both 

cottages. In return, we received the freehold on No. 30. Gem Town kept the 

freehold of No. 28, which, having subsequently become a more commercial 

organisation, they sold. Building work on these two properties took place during 

1971-2, and the first Landmark visitors stayed in No. 30 in 1972. In 2006, No. 

30 was withdrawn from holiday letting as a Landmark. It was not proving as 

popular as it had in the past and we judged that it could be better used to provide 

a home for someone in the local community. Still owned by Landmark, it is now 

let for this purpose. 

 

No. 32 St Mary’s lane belonged to a Mr Lord, who died in 1975 aged 85. It was 

bought by Landmark from his relation Mrs Bedham in 1982, and Mr Raggett again 

drew up plans for its restoration. This was carried out in 1984, and the first 

visitors stayed in the cottage in July 1985.  
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As can be seen from the photographs dated 1969, the most dilapidated of the 

three was No. 28, on the right, which had been affected by the disappearance of 

a building further to the right. Its roof had fallen in. No. 30, the middle cottage, 

was in the best repair. No’s. 28 and 32 both needed new roofs, and all three 

cottages were retiled with original and second-hand tiles. The side gable wall of 

Before restoration in 1969 
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No. 28 was rebuilt, and windows damaged by the falling roof were replaced. 

New dormers were put into Nos. 28 and 30. Replacement doors, in keeping with 

the old ones, were put in.  

 

The first floors of Nos. 28 and 30 were replaced with softwood boards, and the 

attic floor of No. 32 with elm boarding bought from a supplier near Stroud.  The 

dormer window of No. 32 was rebuilt and its old iron frame put back in. During 

the building work a blocked up window was found in the side wall of this 

cottage, and so a window was cut with a magnificent view of the Abbey tower.  

The yards were tiled with old blue Staffordshire bricks, found by the builder from 

near Gloucester, which were 12" x 6½", a strange size which made it impossible 

to lay them herringbone fashion.   

 

 

 The back of the cottages in 1969 
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From the window on the stairs 1975 
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Annexes 
  
 
“William Lee and the Stocking Frame” Fact sheet from Leicestershire Museum 
(1979) 
 
“Purl and Plain in the Midlands, framework knitting and its ancient guild”, Helen 
Harris, Country Life, December 26 1974 
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