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Boom-Time Freaks or Heroic Industrial 
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Sixteenth- and Early Seventeenth-Century 
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The early emergence of the entrepreneur in the English cloth industry was commemo-
rated by early modern writers such as Skelton, Leland, Deloney, Aubrey, Fuller and 
Defoe but remains neglected in recent studies exploring industrial expansion and innova-
tion c. 1500–1700. In response to the gap in the current historiography, this article 
examines the emergence of entrepreneurship, the growth of organizational experimenta-
tion and the short-lived development of the proto-factory in the Berkshire towns of 
Reading and Newbury. It explores the entrepreneurship of industrial capitalists such 
as John Winchcombe (the illustrious ‘Jack of Newbury’), Thomas Dolman, Thomas 
Aldworth and William Kendrick and the nature of their achievement and motivation. 
It assesses the impact of market forces, locational advantages, product specialization 
and social attitudes in unleashing and shaping entrepreneurial investment from the 
expansion of cloth-making in the towns in the fifteenth century to de-industrialization 
in the seventeenth century.

Introduction

The golden age of England’s broadcloth industry in the early sixteenth century saw the 
emergence of entrepreneurial clothiers of national fame. The industrial success and 
social advancement of men such as William Stumpe of Malmsbury, Thomas Spring of 
Lavenham, Thomas Horton of Bradford-on-Avon, Thomas Paycocke of Coggleshall, 
Peter Blundell of Tiverton and John Winchcombe of Newbury commanded the respect 
and envy of contemporaries and attracted celebration or satirical comment in literary 
works by Skelton, Leland, Deloney, Aubrey, Fuller, Defoe and others, from the sixteenth 
to the eighteenth centuries.1 The reputation of John Winchcombe has undoubtedly 
proved the most enduring. Thomas Deloney’s novel, The pleasant Historie of John 
Winchcomb, in his yonguer yeares called Jack of Newbery, The famous and worthy 
Clothier of England, was published in 1597 and proved an instant bestseller, running 
through numerous editions from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries. Several 
chapbooks followed and an opera written to celebrate the wedding of George, Prince 
of Wales and Caroline of Brunswick in 1795.2 Throughout, John Winchcombe is cast as 
a self-made, working-class hero, rising from industrious weaver to gentleman clothier 
and providing a role model for other ambitious artisans. Taking Deloney’s fi ctional Jack 
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of Newbury as its starting point, this article explores the entrepreneurial success and 
motivation of leading Berkshire clothing families in the sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries. It examines the factors unleashing and shaping their entrepreneurship and 
challenges D. C. Coleman and A. R. Bridbury’s dismissal of Winchcombe and Stumpe 
as ‘boom-time freaks’ and ‘men intoxicated by a sort of folie de grandeur’.3

Investment, Innovation and Expansion in the Berkshire Cloth Industry

Although the term ‘entrepreneur’ did not enter the English language until the eighteenth 

century, entrepreneurial skills and aspiration are evident in the English cloth industry 

by the early sixteenth century.4 Cloth-making spawned two types of entrepreneur — 

mercantile capitalists and industrial capitalists — who invested time, money 

and effort in the expansion of cloth production based upon their knowledge of markets 

and manufacture and their perception of the risks incurred in the pursuit of profi t. 

The term clothier was used to describe both. Whereas mercantile capitalists restricted 

their involvement in manufacture to the procurement and supply of materials and 

co-ordination of the putting-out system, industrial capitalists directly managed one or 

more of the major production processes in centralized workshops. Both provided fi xed 

as well as circulating capital, but industrial capitalists invested in plant and buildings 

for manufacture as well as for storage. Both transformed a cloth industry previously 

dominated by the guild system, introducing not only the separation of capital and labour 

and a more effective division of labour, but also economies of scale, closer control of 

quality standards and new marketing practices.5 The range and impact of the changes 

varied from business to business according to the degree of direct control exercised over 

the production process.

The Berkshire cloth industry provides an ideal focus for a study of entrepreneurship 

because, unlike other clothing regions, the county spawned industrial rather than mer-

cantile capitalists. By the early sixteenth century, production was concentrated in the 

Kennet valley region around the neighbouring towns of Reading and Newbury. Both 

towns enjoyed considerable locational advantages and benefi ted from the expanding 

demand for high quality cloth for the export market in the fi fteenth and sixteenth 

centuries.6 These towns number amongst the few that survived the migration of woollen 

manufacture from town to countryside in the fourteenth century and prospered as 

industrial centres during the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries. Reading specialised 

largely, though not exclusively, in the manufacture of long coloured broadcloths, while 

Newbury was renowned for its coloured kersies.7 Although both towns utilized rural 

labour from a comparatively wide hinterland, the production of dyed and dressed cloths 

created a larger industrial sector in the Berkshire towns than found in most towns of 

similar size and function during the period.8 The pattern of economic growth in the two 

towns was also infl uenced by their individual political circumstances. Reading achieved 

borough status in 1253 and was a major provincial centre. Its government and economy 

were dominated from the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries by Reading Abbey, and 

it was only in the aftermath of the dissolution of the monasteries under Henry VIII, a 

period of economic dislocation, that the mayor and burgesses of the town’s merchant 

guild secured incorporation and control of municipal government.9 Newbury escaped 
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close ecclesiastical supervision and remained under manorial administration and the 

government of leading members of the ‘commonalty of the town’ until formally 

incorporated as a borough in 1596.10 Both towns afford prime examples of early innova-

tion in industrial organization — especially Newbury, where entrepreneurial activity 

initially benefi ted from the relative absence of urban regulation.

The size and structure of the cloth-making businesses operated by industrial capital-

ists in the two towns varied considerably. Towards the lower end of the spectrum was 

the weaver-clothier or clothworker-clothier who sorted and carded wool on-site, ran a 

substantial weaving or cloth-fi nishing workshop and used outworkers or sub-contractors 

for the remaining manufacturing processes. At the top was the clothing entrepreneur 

who, with the probable exception of spinning, sought to centralize production in a 

proto-factory and leased or purchased a fulling mill.11 Businesses changed their position 

on the spectrum as they expanded and contracted in response to new opportunities and 

changing operating conditions. The towns’ leading clothiers were typically responsible 

— either directly or through subordinates — for undertaking business planning; pur-

chasing, leasing and maintaining plant and property; procuring materials; hiring, fi ring 

and supervising workers and sub-contractors; directing and overseeing on-site manufac-

turing; instituting quality standards and controls; marketing and merchandising 

cloth; and maintaining and auditing business accounts. They usually obtained wool 

direct from the farm or specialist wool markets and dyestuffs direct from importers 

or suppliers. They sold most of the cloths they produced in the London export market 

and created additional product demand by building up a brand reputation for quality 

and reliability. They enjoyed considerable infl uence in their local communities and were 

able to exert pressure upon both local and national government to protect or further 

their own economic interests.

The Entrepreneurial Achievement of John Winchcombe of Newbury

Deloney’s selection of John Winchcombe to star in his fi rst ‘rags to riches’ novel about 
artisan entrepreneurial success was no accident. Winchcombe enjoyed exceptional busi-
ness success and towered above contemporaries in his reputation for quality and orga-
nizational innovation. Deloney’s account is, however, only loosely and selectively based 
on items of historical record. He relied heavily on oral tradition, but as a commercial 
writer with a distinctly late sixteenth-century social agenda, he generated and plagiarized 
supplementary material to titillate his readership and to highlight inequities and incon-
sistencies endemic in the social hierarchy of the period.12 He presented his fi ctional 
Winchcombe as a thrifty and hardworking weaver, who expanded through his own 
entrepreneurial efforts the fl ourishing business pushed upon him by a sexually voracious 
clothier’s widow. Deloney emphasized not only the scale of Winchcombe’s enterprise 
and the extent of his political and economic infl uence, but his gentlemanly qualities and 
acceptance in country and court circles. Like other cloth-making families, the Winch-
combes engaged in manufacture over several generations and Deloney never clarifi ed 
whether his subject was John Winchcombe, the pioneer entrepreneur (died 1519), or his 
son, also John Winchcombe (died 1557). Writers from Thomas Fuller in his Worthies of 
England (1662) to Eric Kerridge in the New Dictionary of National Biography (2004) 
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have cast John Winchcombe I as Jack of Newbury, but comparison with other sources 
suggests a closer identifi cation with his son or the creation of a composite character 
drawn from the lives of father and son.13 Certainly the incidents Deloney recounted to 
demonstrate Winchcombe’s successful interventions to resist shortcomings in Tudor 
economic policy appear to be based on political activities undertaken by John Winch-
combe II and it is likely that the family cloth-making business expanded and achieved 
peak profi tability under his management during the 1530s and 1540s.

Little is known of the wealth and business activities of John Winchcombe I. He 

numbered amongst the leading tradesmen of early sixteenth-century Newbury and was 

probably an economic migrant drawn to the town by the profi tability of kersey-making 

in the late fi fteenth century. His will of 1520 reveals a clothier who leased lands and 

tenements from the College of Windsor and had accumulated suffi cient funds to enjoy 

a comfortable life-style and leave generous bequests to family, friends and church.14 Two 

years later, his son and heir, John Winchcombe II, was assessed as the richest man in 

Newbury in the muster return of 1522. The valuation of £632 6s 8d placed upon his 

moveable possessions represented 24 per cent of Newbury’s total assessment of £2,651 

16s 8d. His nearest rival, the clothier, Robert Sewey, was assessed on a mere £133 6s 

8d.15 Winchcombe paid almost a quarter of Newbury’s total subsidy contribution in 

1523–27.16 Although Winchcombe occupied a dominant position within Newbury’s 

urban economy, his wealth was dwarfed by that of other wealthy clothiers of the period. 

The moveable possessions of Thomas Spring III of Lavenham, Suffolk, were valued 

at £1,800 in the muster of 1522 and he owned 26 manors together with other houses 

and land, in four counties. His widow and daughter paid 37 per cent of the total sub-

sidy of £179 13s 0d raised in Lavenham in 1524. Thomas Horton of Bradford-on-Avon, 

Wiltshire, contributed 70 per cent of the town’s subsidy payment in 1523–27.17

Over the following 20 years John Winchcombe II acquired an enviable reputation for 

the scale and quality of his cloth-making and increased his personal fortune. Florence 

Edler’s study of the Van der Molen correspondence for the years 1538 to 1544 reveals 

that the Antwerp commission house graded the kersies it purchased into three classes, 

assigning only Winchcombe kersies and those of two other producers to the highest 

grades, and paying consistently more for Winchcombe kersies than for other kersies.18 

The decision of Thomas Cromwell, Henry VIII’s chief minister, to order 1,000 Winch-

combe kersies in 1539 in order to settle a debt in Antwerp, and the recommendation of 

William Dansell, the royal agent in the Netherlands, in 1546 that, although there was 

‘wondrous little profi t to be had presently in cloths or kersies[,] it shall be best to have 

hither [Antwerp] 1,000 of Winchcombe kersies’, are similarly indicative of Winchcombe’s 

reputation, but may inadvertently overplay his manufacturing capacity.19 The demand 

for Winchcombe kersies at times clearly exceeded supply. During a frenzy of kersey 

buying in Antwerp in 1538, English merchants rationed Winchcombe kersies to buyers 

willing to take an equal number of kersies from other clothiers.20 In February 1539 

Winchcombe advised Cromwell that time was short but he would ‘make such shift . . . 

to have readye fi v[e] hundrede p[ie]ces against E[a]ster’ and it must be assumed that this 
was the best he could achieve in the time available.21 There was little scope to increase 
production signifi cantly with a three to four week manufacturing cycle so he probably 
diverted kersies from other orders. In consequence, he struggled to supply the Van der 
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Molens during the early summer of 1539 but it would have been impolitic not to pull 
out all the stops for the King’s chief minister.22

More substantial evidence of Winchcombe’s exceptional manufacturing output can 
be found in the account book of the young and upwardly mobile Merchant Adventurer, 
Thomas Gresham. During the period November 1546 to November 1549, Gresham pur-
chased nearly 4,000 kersies from Winchcombe.23 His orders ranged in size from 25 to 
500 kersies, with the price increasing from 35s to 43s per cloth as English cloth exports 
soared due to defl ation. Purchases were not spread uniformly throughout the year or 
from year to year. The pattern was determined in part by seasonal variations in output 
and by Gresham’s shipping preferences, but the absence of purchases from November 
1547 to August 1548 (a period when Gresham bought kersies from other Newbury 
clothiers) suggests that Winchcombe was selling to other buyers. Winchcombe’s output 
was clearly substantial and a tentative estimate based solely on the evidence of the 
timing and scale of the Gresham purchases suggests that it exceeded 3,000 kersies per 
annum.

In his much-quoted verse account of Winchcombe’s business operation, Deloney 
described a centralized proto-factory employing over 1,000 skilled, semi-skilled and 
unskilled workers. He listed 100 carders, 200 spinners, 200 weavers and 130 cloth workers, 
together with 250 children employed as pickers and quillers, working in large centralized 
workshops, and a further 60 men working in Winchcombe’s dyehouse and fulling mill. 

The numbers are clearly rounded and exaggerated, but evidence form other sources 

confi rms that clothiers employed large workforces during this period.24 William Stumpe, 

the Wiltshire clothier famed for establishing extensive weaving workshops on the site 

of Malmsbury Abbey, negotiated unsuccessfully with Oxford corporation in 1546 to 

provide employment for 2,000 workers on the site of Osney Abbey.25 Robert Reyce 

wrote in 1618 that a Suffolk clothier making ‘. . . 20 broadclothes every weeke cannot 

sett so few aworke as 500 persons . . .’.26 An output of 3,000 kersies per annum would 

have required the use of some 60 narrow looms (each with a single weaver) if one kersey 

was woven per week throughout most of the year, or the use of some 40 looms if 

production levels averaged 1.5 kersies per weaver per week. It is not feasible to estimate 

the size of the remaining workforce from the information available, but the number 

of skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled workers, employed both full- and part-time, was 

clearly considerable and could easily have exceeded 500.

Corroborating Deloney’s assertion that Winchcombe centralized manufacture in 

a proto-factory also poses diffi culties. The high volume and quality of his output, 

together with large purchases of wool from local fl ockmasters and dyestuffs from South-

ampton and London, provide circumstantial evidence to support Deloney’s picture of 

a large proto-factory, but concrete evidence of extensive vertical and horizontal integra-

tion is fragmentary.27 Winchcombe’s probate inventory of 1558 survives but is damaged 
and the indenture of his dyehouse, valued at £40, is the sole indication of his investment 
in cloth-making, albeit his fl ock of some 450 sheep valued at £100 6s 0d is illustrative 
of his ambitious vertical integration.28 Unlike other clothiers of the period, he did not 
bequeath the lease or ownership of any fulling mills in his will, although he is reputed 
to have leased a fulling mill at Bagnor and enjoyed a close association with the lessees 
of West Mills near his business premises in Newbury.29 According to his father’s will, 
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he inherited a tenter ground, with equipment for drying and stretching his cloth after 

fulling.30

Both documentary and archaeological evidence confi rms that Winchcombe’s house, 

workshops and warehouses in Newbury occupied a substantial site. An inventory of the 

house taken in 1562 records the presence of workrooms for picking, sorting, carding 

and weighing wool, and storage lofts for wool and dyestuffs, but not accommodation 

for spinners, weavers or cloth fi nishers.31 This does not necessarily preclude the presence 

and operation of manufacturing workshops on the site in the 1530s and 1540s when 

the rising demand for cloth coincided with rapid urban population growth and large 

carding, spinning and weaving workshops were seen as a means of providing employ-

ment for the poor. Amyce’s survey of 1554 indicates that Winchcombe owned other 

property in Newbury, any of which might have provided additional workshop accom-

modation.32 Winchcombe’s reputation for the scale and quality of his output also sug-

gests that he exercised tight control over the manufacturing process. It seems likely that 

he developed a composite business structure utilizing both putting-out and centralized 

workshop systems, thereby enabling him to expand and contract his operation fl exibly 

in response to market conditions. Although the case is far from watertight, there appear 

to be reasonable grounds for accepting Deloney’s literary assertion that Winchcombe’s 

investment in centralization and conglomeration was exceptional before mid-century. 

Oral tradition, however, continues to provide the main basis for claims that he 

pioneered the development of the proto-factory.

Deloney’s social and political agenda precluded coverage of Winchcombe’s landown-

ing or dynastic ambitions in Jack of Newbury, but both add lustre to a study of the 

clothier’s wider entrepreneurial success. The Newbury clothier was an early benefi ciary 

of the post-dissolution land bonanza. In 1540 he bought the manors of Bucklebury and 

Thatcham with other property from the crown for the sum of £2,619 13s 4d.33 In 1542 

he acquired the lease of Farnborough Manor and in 1547 that of Bartholomew’s 

Farm in Newbury; in 1548 he bought further Berkshire lands for the sum of £1,068.34 

In an inquisition post mortem, taken in 1558, the annual value of his lands was assessed 

as £158, less than half that of Thomas Spring III’s assessment in 1523, but he had 

already in 1555 settled the manors of Bucklebury and Thatcham on his eldest son, John 

Winchcombe III.35 His probate inventory valued his personal estate at £1,878 14s 0d, the 

highest fi gure recorded for Newbury during the sixteenth century.36

Whilst Winchcombe’s eldest son moved into the ranks of the gentry and the younger 
became a minor landowner, his middle son, Henry, married the daughter of Thomas 
Horton, the wealthy Wiltshire clothier, and took over the family clothing business.37 
Henry Winchcombe was active as a clothier in the 1540s, selling 600 kersies to Thomas 
Gresham between September 1548 and March 1549.38 His business career was cut short 
by his early death in 1562. This fact, coupled with the vicissitudes of the cloth trade 
in the 1550s and Newbury’s demographic diffi culties c. 1545–58, resulting from poor 
harvests, plague and infl uenza, makes it diffi cult to assess his entrepreneurial skills.39 
The Winchcombe business appears to have been downsized during the 1550s, since 
his probate inventory records a mere 30 kersies, valued at £30, in his wool loft, 
together with 40 tods of dyed wool and eight tods of white wool valued at £45 6s 8d.40 
The total valuation of £254 8s 1d placed upon his personal estate was signifi cantly 
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lower than that of his father.41 At least one of his sons, Thomas, trained and worked as 

a clothier.42

Other Successful Industrial Capitalists in Newbury and Reading

Although D. C. Coleman and A. R. Bridbury downplay the entrepreneurial achievement 
of early industrial capitalists, stressing the exceptional trading conditions of the 1530s 
and 1540s and arguing that the technological condition of the cloth industry in the 
early modern period did not justify investment in centralization, John Winchcombe 
II was not, as sometimes suggested, devoid of imitators.43 By the late 1540s, Thomas 
Dolman I (died 1575), son of William Dolman, a former employee of John Winchcombe 
I, was also producing high quality kersies on a large scale. During the period March 
1548 to July 1550 he sold nearly 4,000 kersies to Thomas Gresham at prices rising 
from 39s to 43s 6d per kersey and with orders ranging in size from two to 800 kersies.44 
Evidence of his substantial fi xed capital investment in centralization can be gleaned from 
his will of 1571 in which he bequeathed to his middle son, also Thomas, a dyehouse 
containing six woad vats, two fl oat vats, two furnaces and other implements, together 
with both of his fulling mills at Greenham, with the houses and implements ‘thereto 
belonging’. He also owned a mill at Colthropp.45 Like Winchcombe, Dolman’s entrepre-
neurial success enabled him to accumulate a considerable fortune and to invest in land 
and sheep-farming. In the subsidy of 1543–45 he was assessed at £1 5s on his lands and 
already ranked amongst the highest taxpayers in Newbury.46 He purchased the manors 
of Shaw in 1554, and Colthrop in 1555, with further land and mills in 1557, for £923 
13s 4d. In 1558 he bought Frethorne Manor, Childrey and the manors of Staunton and 
Snowshill in Gloucestershire, and in 1568, with his son, Thomas, the manor of Speen in 
Berkshire.47 In his will, he left large cash sums to his wife (£1,000), and sons John (£700) 
and Mathias (£1,000). Whilst his second son, also Thomas, trained and worked as a 
clothier until c. 1580, his eldest son pursued a career in the law and his younger son 
became a leading London haberdasher.48

Examination of muster and subsidy assessments suggests that other early sixteenth-
century clothiers in Newbury operated on a smaller scale than the Winchcombes and 
Dolmans, but their manufacturing capacity and investment in centralization were prob-
ably still signifi cant by contemporary standards.49 For example, William Bennet, scion 
of a prosperous cloth-making family who rented fulling and tanning mills in Newbury 
as early as 1436, supplied 1,647 kersies to Thomas Gresham between August 1548 to 
May 1550, with a largest single order of 300 kersies.50 There is also tentative evidence 
of continuing investment and large-scale production in the Newbury cloth industry in 
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries despite the impact of mid-century 
trading diffi culties, the long-term decline in demand for fi ne kersies and increased 
government regulation of organizational size and product quality. The clothier, Brian 
Chamberlain (died 1593), worked for Thomas Dolman I in the 1540s and 1550s but 
had clearly established his own substantial cloth-making business by the 1560s, because 
he fell bankrupt for £6,000 before 1571.51 He owned a house, workshops and land in 
Newbury and leased other land and property from the College of Windsor, including, 
from 1586, the three corn mills and one fulling mill known as Newbury Mills.52 The 
generous bequests of money, land and property left to family, friends, workers and the 
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poor in Philip Kistill’s will of 1592 suggest that John Winchcombe II’s former employee 
also enjoyed considerable success and prosperity as a clothier.53 The will of one of 
Kistill’s own former employees, Roger Weston, dated 1620, records his probate 
inventory valuation of £4,323 8s 0d but provides no details of his clearly sizeable cloth-
making operation apart from his investment in fulling mills in Newbury.54 It is likely 
that by the late sixteenth century all three specialized in coloured broadcloth rather than 
kersey manufacture. As with most wealthy clothiers of the period, the poor survival 
rate of probate inventories fi led in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury precludes more 
detailed study. The rise in the number of smaller clothiers in the early seventeenth 
century, using the putting-out system preferred by both central and local government 
agencies, is better documented. The probate inventory of the former Newbury mayor, 
William Camber, taken in 1621, provides a good example. It shows that wool was 
sorted, cleaned and carded in his lofts and outhouses but dyed by one of the town’s 
dyers, and distributed to spinners in and around Newbury. His cloth was woven and 
probably dressed in independent craft workshops but burled in his own burling house. 
At the time of his death he had wool at the dyehouse, one broad cloth ‘a spynninge’, 
seven broadcloths and other yarn amongst the weavers, two broadcloths at the fulling 
mill, one remnant of cloth with a cloth-worker, seven broadcloths and a remnant in 
the shop, and one further cloth in London. His personal estate was valued at £317 10s 
2d.55

Clothiers in Reading appear to have invested in centralized manufacture slightly 
later than their Newbury neighbours. Working practices laid down in 1520 to resolve 
disagreements between the town’s clothiers and craftsmen indicate that the putting-out 
system was widely used in the early sixteenth century. Mercantile capitalists, such as 
the drapers Richard Cleche and William Wattes, seem to have provided the initial 
entrepreneurial drive for organizational innovation and expansion. However, by mid-
century, most had been replaced by industrial capitalists, as ambitious clothing entre-
preneurs emerged from the ranks of the weavers and cloth fi nishers to dominate both 
manufacture and urban government.56 Foremost amongst them was Thomas Aldworth, 
a migrant from Wantage. Evidence from his will, dated 1576, and from Reading’s Guild 
Rules, c. 1570, reveals that his working premises included a dye-house with furnace, vats 
and cisterns and a weaving workshop with four broad looms and that he held an ‘inter-
est’ in a fulling mill and burling workshop in Caversham. By Reading standards his 
investment in both vertical and horizontal integration were exceptional since by this 
date both government legislation and borough ordinances imposed tight restrictions 
upon the size and organization of cloth-making businesses. Thomas Aldworth blatantly 
used aldermanic seniority to secure exemption from guild rules restricting clothiers to 
the operation of two looms and prohibiting the fi nishing of cloth outside the borough.57 
His business success is demonstrated by the large property portfolio listed in his will, 
including 11 houses or tenements in Reading (nine freehold, one copyhold and one lease-
hold), together with a house in London, Wantage, and Tilehurst and land near Reading 
and Maidenhead. His eldest son, Thomas, pursued a career in London. At least two of 
his sons (Simon and Henry) trained and worked as clothiers, as did his brother, Richard 
Aldworth, and at least two nephews.58

The fortuitous survival of the probate inventory of Walter Bye, taken in 1580, 
provides a detailed snapshot of the scale and profi tability of cloth-making businesses run 
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by the next generation of Reading clothiers, who were increasingly drawn from the 
cloth-fi nishing rather than the weaving trade. It lists a weighing house with table, beam, 
scales and weights; a stockarding house with six stockarding frames and eight pairs of 
stockards; a dye-house with a copper furnace and two vats; a warehouse containing 
dye-stuffs and oil and a workshop containing 21 pairs of shears and 27 courses of 
handles.59 His stock included over 60 broadcloths and 120 kersies, under manufacture 
or ready for sale. These, together with supplies of wool and yarn, were valued at £1,453. 
His tools and equipment were valued at £56 6s 0d and dyestuffs and oil at £166. The 
high value of Bye’s trade goods indicates a signifi cant level of investment in both fi xed 
and circulating assets, albeit he used outworkers for spinning and weaving and, at this 
relatively early point in his career, owned no interest in a fulling mill. The gross valua-
tion of Bye’s inventory was £2,125 18s 2d, of which he left £1,500 to his wife and young 
children.60 He was a member of a long-established and well-connected Reading clothing 
family.61 His brother, Thomas, pursued a career in London in the prestigious Drapers’ 
Company.62 His eldest son, also Walter, trained as a clothier.63

The more buoyant trading conditions and relaxed regulatory climate of the early 
years of the seventeenth century seem to have facilitated more extensive investment in 
centralization in Reading. The best documented example is provided by William Kend-
rick, who in 1626 sold a house, workshops and warehouses, inherited from his father, 
the clothier, Thomas Kendrick, to the mayor and burgesses of Reading for £1,900.64 
He had clearly run a substantial proto-factory on the site previously. An inventory for 
the sale of ‘. . . such goods as . . . does belonge to the trade of clothinge. . .’ lists a 
dye-house containing three furnaces, a fl at vat, two woad vats, a racking hurdle and 
frame; a meddling loft with beating hurdles; a stockarding house with eight pairs of 
stockarding frames and two handles; several weavers’ shops containing six broad looms 
and two kersey looms and a cloth-workers’ house with 46 pairs of shears, 114 courses 
of handles, seven shear-boards, fi ve racks and two presses. The equipment and tools 
were valued at £122.65 There were also picking and weighing lofts and warehouses on 
site. Archidiaconal court and assize records reveal that his cloths were fulled at Burghfi eld 
Mills, which he owned or leased in partnership with Robert (and later, James) Winch.66 
Kendrick presumably employed outworkers from Reading and the surrounding villages 
to spin. The presence of only six broad and two narrow looms in Kendrick’s workshop 
is surprising because it suggests that he produced about eight cloths a week (about 400 
cloths per annum) whereas the scale of his cloth-working operation suggests that some 
24 cloths a week (nearly 25 per cent of the town’s weekly output in the early 1620s) were 
rowed, shorn and pressed on the premises.67 It seems likely that he owned or leased one 
or more weaving workshops in the town, although he may also have subcontracted part 
of his weaving operation.68

William Kendrick numbers amongst seven Reading clothiers praised by the Company 
of Merchant Adventurers who ‘. . . make trewe cloth . . . [and] n[e]ver faile of speedie 
vent of all their cloth . . .’. According to wholesale prices quoted by the Company 
c. 1630, an output of 400 cloths would have produced a gross income of £4,000–£4,800 
per annum, whilst an output of 1,200 cloths would have netted £12,000–£14,400.69 
He was certainly well placed in the 1600s to marry a local gentlewoman and in the 
1620s to purchase the manor of Whitley Park, near Reading.70 His son, Thomas, trained 
and worked as a clothier but struggled in the diffi cult trading conditions of the 1630s 
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and 1640s.71 His elder brother, John, attended Oxford University but later trained as 
a draper in London, where he developed a highly profi table trade as a Merchant 
Adventurer, exporting dyed and dressed broadcloths and kersies.72

The Emergence of Industrial Capitalists in Berkshire

Why did entrepreneurs willing to make signifi cant capital investments in fi xed as well 

as circulating assets emerge at an early date in the Berkshire cloth industry? Market 

forces were obviously a major factor. The expanding and highly profi table market for 

woollen broadcloths and kersies in Europe between about 1460 and 1550 provided 

ideal conditions for the development and exploitation of entrepreneurial skills. English 

clothiers, with abundant supplies of home-produced fi ne wool, were better placed to 

meet the increase in demand than their Netherlander and Italian competitors who were 

dependent upon highly-taxed imported wool and temporarily weakened by military con-

fl ict.73 The fact that the rising level of infl ation in England lagged behind those of other 

European countries provided a price advantage and low export duties also operated in 

their favour. English cloth exports increased more than three-fold with signifi cant spurts 

of growth from the 1470s to the early 1480s, around 1500 and particularly from the 

1530s to the early 1550s.74 Despite intermittent dislocations of trade, the demand for high 

quality broadcloths and kersies frequently exceeded supply, with sales at Antwerp 

between about 1520 and 1550 netting a trading profi t of about 20 per cent.75 Newbury 

kersies competed successfully with Netherlander, Italian and French woollens in the 

Mediterranean, Levant and Central and Eastern Europe throughout the fi rst half of 

the sixteenth century but thereafter the market for fi ne kersies (as opposed to cheaper 

Yorkshire kersies) failed to recover from the trade crises of the 1550s, the decline of 

Antwerp from 1563, the prolonged power struggle between the Venetians and Ottomans 

in the Mediterranean basin and the growing demand for new drapery products.76 

Clothiers in Reading benefi ted both from the general buoyancy of demand in the early 

sixteenth century and the popularity of their long medley cloths in northern and central 

Europe in the late sixteenth century but by the 1620s were increasingly out-priced by 

producers of traditional woollens and new draperies at home and abroad.77

Locational advantages also played a key role. Berkshire entrepreneurs were geo-
graphically well placed to expand production and pioneer organizational innovation in 
Newbury and Reading. High-quality wool was available from the Berkshire and Hamp-
shire Downs.78 Oil and imported dyestuffs were procured in London and Southampton; 
woad, fuller’s earth and fi rewood were purchased locally.79 The multi-channelled river 
Kennet and its tributaries provided water power in and around the towns.80 The growth 

of cloth-making in the towns during the fi fteenth century had established a substantial 

skilled workforce and enclosure, migration and rising birth rates supplied further labour 

for continuing expansion at levels sustainable by local agriculture. Ross Wordie points 

out that villages in West Berkshire experienced some of the highest enclosure levels in 

the county during the period 1485 to 1550.81 Newbury’s population appears to have 

expanded rapidly from the late fi fteenth century, possibly reaching 2,700 by the 1520s.82 

The renewed expansion of cloth-making in late sixteenth-century Reading was doubtless 

facilitated by the rapid population growth and increased migration of the period. The 



155

Christine Jackson

town’s population is estimated to have more than doubled from the 1550s to the 1610s 
and to have peaked at over 6,000 by 1630.83

Berkshire’s specialization in dyed and dressed rather than semi-manufactured cloths 
encouraged industrial rather mercantile capital investment because, even before the 
introduction of power-driven spinning and weaving machines, centralization offered 
signifi cant organizational and manufacturing benefi ts to high-volume producers of fully-
manufactured woollens. It enabled clothiers to achieve greater control over both produc-
tion cycle and workers, improve co-ordination of the major production processes and 
increase productivity and throughput, thereby increasing the velocity of circulating 
capital and generating higher profi ts. Providing on-site accommodation for members of 
the workforce encouraged a more effective division of labour, facilitated the training of 
workers, allowed close observation and supervision of working technique and practice, 
and rendered fraudulent workmanship and the embezzlement of raw materials more 
diffi cult.84 It may also have improved labour discipline and commitment, particularly 
attendance and timekeeping, during a period when low consumption levels among 
workers encouraged a preference for leisure rather than increased income.85 Wage costs 
may have been reduced depending upon the ratio of master craftsmen, journeymen 
and apprentices employed. Most importantly of all, however, centralization afforded 
signifi cant quality gains through close attention to the quality of raw materials pur-
chased, to the fastness and shades of dyes used, to the consistency and strength of yarn 
spun, to the accuracy of weaving, to the care taken during the fulling and tentering 
processes, and to the fi nish achieved during cloth-fi nishing. Even the partial centraliza-
tion favoured by many Berkshire clothiers brought most of these benefi ts. Unfavourable 
comparisons made by historians with the contemporary putting-out system underesti-
mate the fi xed capital investment needed for high-volume domestic production and do 
not take into account the high level of circulating capital required under both systems. 
The level of circulating capital frequently equalled or exceeded that of fi xed capital 
investment, and when trade was dislocated or uncertain, posed a greater fi nancial 
risk.86

The pool of potential entrepreneurs was inevitably limited by access to adequate 
fi nancial resources and the possession of the requisite personal attributes. The pioneer-
ing industrial entrepreneurs of Newbury and Reading were frequently former master 
weavers or cloth-fi nishers, although a few, like Thomas Kendrick, were drawn from 
the distributive trades.87 Start-up capital for their businesses was obtained from father 
or employer as gifts, loans or legacies, through marriage to a young clothing heiress 
or wealthy clothier’s widow or from loan funds established by charitable benefactors. 
Deloney’s assertion that Jack of Newbury acquired his clothing business through 
marriage to a ‘very comely ancient’ clothier’s widow cannot be proven but may explain 
the economic ascent of John Winchcombe I or the exceptional wealth of John Winch-
combe II in the 1520s.88 Thomas Aldworth certainly inherited a weaving workshop and 
dye-house from his wife’s father, John Barfoot whilst Roger Weston was bequeathed 
£20 or the lease of two houses by his employer, Philip Kistill.89 Michael Zell calculates, 
from a study of Wealden probate inventories in the late sixteenth century, that a modest 
mercantile capitalist needed start-up capital of about £100. He estimates that £10 was 
needed to erect a workhouse, £25 to buy equipment, £25–£50 to buy stocks and a further 
£10–£15 to cover wages laid out before payment was received for cloth.90 Evidence from 
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Reading and Newbury suggests that merely equipping a small proto-factory with dyeing, 
weaving and cloth-fi nishing equipment in the early seventeenth century cost in the range 
of £120 to £190, depending on whether items were purchased new or secondhand.91

In most cases, start-up costs were undoubtedly spread over a period of years through 
gradual vertical and horizontal integration. The earliest industrial capitalists in both 
Newbury and Reading appear to have been weavers who increased the number of 
looms in their shops and invested in a dye-house. As production and profi t levels soared, 
successful industrial capitalists sought direct supervision of the cloth-fi nishing processes, 
and, when profi ts and availability permitted, invested in a fulling mill. The money for 
expansion was obtained through ploughing profi ts back into the business and exploiting 
credit relationships by purchasing raw materials and labour on credit and requiring 
rapid payment for cloths produced. Although there was some potential for maximizing 
profi ts by buying and selling when market conditions were favourable and negotiating 
higher profi t margins through offering rather than accepting credit to secure raw mate-
rials and sales, much depended on demand. Leading clothiers seem to have preferred the 
certainty and convenience of regular commercial relationships, even during the elastic 
trading conditions of the 1540s. As valued quantity and quality suppliers to Thomas 
Gresham, John Winchcombe II and Thomas Dolman I were paid a higher rate for 
their cloths, received substantial cash part-payments on delivery and probably purchased 
dyestuffs at discounted prices.92

The Entrepreneurial Motivation of Berkshire Clothiers

Deloney fully appreciated the exceptional qualities needed by successful entrepreneurs 
in the early modern cloth industry and emphasized John Winchcombe II’s drive, 
opportunism and work ethic. Winchcombe also clearly possessed the commercial judge-
ment needed to evaluate business risks in uncertain operating conditions. Mark Casson 
singles out such judgement as the key attribute of the successful entrepreneur, over and 
above organizational, inter-personal and self-promotional skills and personal ambition.93 
Deloney appeared less dependable in his presentation of entrepreneurial motivation. In 
stressing Winchcombe’s chivalry, hospitality and charity, he unrealistically downplayed 
the motivational role of personal egotism and cupidity in favour of patriotism and 
paternalism. A rather different picture emerges from a study of the known activities, 
expenditure and achievements of leading Berkshire clothiers and from the provisions 
made and sentiments expressed in their wills. These suggest that the attainment of 
fi nancial security and the enjoyment of a comfortable life-style were signifi cant initial 
goals, but that once a modest degree of success had been achieved, other factors kicked 
in, including the desire to emulate the trading and social success of relations and 
competitors, the ambition to exercise political power and infl uence, the aspiration to 
secure social advancement, and for some, the enjoyment of exceptional occupational 
success per se.

Probate sources provide clear evidence of the universal desire amongst the clothiers 
studied to safeguard their fi nancial position, live in comfort and style and make generous 
provision for their children. Although cloth-making raked in high profi ts when the 
demand for broadcloths and kersies was buoyant, the cloth export trade was extremely 
volatile and easily disrupted by war, changes in exchange or customs rates, commercial 
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dispute and infectious disease. All of the clothiers studied diverted a signifi cant propor-

tion of their surplus profi ts to secure low-risk investments such as plate, land and pro-

perty. Probate evidence suggests that the Winchcombes and Dolmans invested fairly 

heavily in plate, individual items of which were passed on as family heirlooms. John 

Winchcombe I, for example, divided his plate and moveable possessions between his 

wife and son; Thomas Dolman I willed the custody of his plate to his wife ‘as longe as 

she keepth herselfe widowe’ and to his eldest son if she remarried or when she died, but 

also bequeathed individual items to his two younger sons.94 Land provided an even more 

secure investment because it was less vulnerable to punitive rates of taxation. John 

Winchcombe II purchased manors in West Berkshire in the 1540s and Thomas Dolman 

I in West Berkshire and Gloucestershire in the 1550s.95 In the following decades, Tho mas 

Aldworth and Thomas Kendrick invested more modestly in land in and around 

Reading.96 All took a market view of land and most engaged directly in agriculture, 

especially, in the case of Winchcombe and Dolman who took up sheep farming.97 Invest-

ment in urban property offered both a rising rental income and appreciating capital 

value. Joan Dils’s study of properties rented from the churchwardens of St Mary’s 

Church, Reading suggests that rents rose fi ve- or six-fold during the second half of the 

sixteenth century.98 Thomas Aldworth invested much of the wealth he accumulated from 

cloth-making in property released by the successive dissolutions of Reading’s abbey and 

religious guilds.99

In a period when social status and reputation depended heavily upon conspicuous 
consumption and generous hospitality, it is not surprising that wealthy clothiers emu-
lated the living standards and life-styles of the gentry (Fig.  1). Deloney’s glowing account 
of the scale and quality of John Winchcombe II’s house and hospitality is confi rmed by 
documentary and architectural evidence. The reception, sleeping and service accommo-
dation of his house in Northbrook Street where he had 18 rooms, was laid out around 
two courtyards with a gatehouse from the street and an inner gatehouse to the second 

Fig.  1. Shaw House, near Newbury, Berkshire, 2008. Photo: Roy Jackson.
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courtyard.100 An eighteenth-century sketch shows an imposing two-storey timber framed 

building with projecting gables, decorated barge-boards and arched doorways.101 

Nineteenth-century surveys of the site confi rm Deloney’s assertion that the hall and 

other reception rooms were wood-panelled and reveal the extensive use of expensive 

carved decoration.102 Winchcombe’s will provides insights into his luxurious life-style 

from his down feather bed and high quality linen to gilt tableware.103 Details of the 

spacious and richly furnished house occupied by Thomas Aldworth can be gleaned from 

his widow’s probate inventory which lists 10 rooms plus ancillary service buildings. 

With her pictures and painted cloths, fi ne bedcovers and damask tablecloths, gilt goblets 

and silver spoons, Alice Aldworth was clearly a widow of substance.104

Several clothiers followed the example of the aristocracy and gentry in carving out 

a substantial landed inheritance for their eldest surviving son, but they also made provi-

sion for younger sons and daughters. John Winchcombe II settled his prime manors of 

Bucklebury and Thatcham upon his eldest son and smaller estates upon his younger 

sons, giving them all a ‘gentlemanly start in life’. His daughter received a cash dowry.105 

Thomas Kendrick left his property at Burghfi eld to his elder son, and his Reading house 

to his younger son with further property bequests to his daughters.106 Thomas Dolman 

settled a manor apiece upon his eldest and youngest sons, together with a substantial 

cash sum, but controversially left most of his Berkshire manors and his property in 

Newbury to his middle son, Thomas. His daughter received a cash dowry. The will 

was overturned during the inquisition post mortem and Thomas Dolman II only 

secured possession of the manors of Shaw, Colthrop and Speen by buying out his elder 

brother.107 Uniquely, Thomas Aldworth appears to have divided his property equally 

between his four sons and made generous provision (two houses or tenements apiece) 

for his two married daughters.108 The apparent rejection of preferential partibility and 

primogeniture may indicate a Puritan suspicion of hereditary privilege and careful 

stewardship of wealth considered a sign of God’s approval and favour.
The extent to which Berkshire clothing families actively sought gentle status and 

absorption into the local parish or county gentry, or were motivated to pursue and 
exploit entrepreneurial opportunities by the prospect of glittering social rewards, is open 
to debate.109 Michael Mascuch is right to question universal assumptions about the social 
aspirations of the ‘middling sorts’ but individuals of exceptional talent and ambition 
appear to present a special case.110 Social attitudes clearly had an impact upon the de-
velopment and duration of early modern entrepreneurship in a status-conscious society 
where theologians and philosophers condemned covetousness and despised labour.111 
The need to conquer unemployment and the rise of the Protestant work ethic produced 
only gradual and often temporary changes in such attitudes.112 Although social mobility 
increased during the sixteenth century, society remained a hierarchical structure domi-
nated at its highest levels by the possession of land, lineage and education. Gentle status 
and its associated privileges were highly coveted. Martin Weiner’s thesis, that the 
dominant culture in England is anti-industrial because it expresses aristocratic values 
emanating from a rural way of life, although developed to explain the failure of 
entrepreneurship in the nineteenth century, has some relevance here.113 Whilst wealthy 
clothiers were fêted for their business success in the early decades of the sixteenth 
century, attitudes towards social rank remained conservative, and the economic power 
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they wielded, even when weighed alongside their political and social contribution to the 
common weal, was only in exceptional cases suffi cient to gain them entry to county 
society and politics. It did not secure them a clearly designated place in the social 
hierarchy. Although the governing classes were initially willing to accept, and exploit 
for their own purposes, the social aspirations of wealthy clothiers within their counties, 
from mid-century onwards, there are indications that they had grown concerned about 
the local power of rich industrialists and were actively seeking to resist their advance-
ment.114 The change in attitude followed both the social disorders of 1549 and the rising 
tide of disinvestment provoked by the prolonged and severe trading diffi culties of the 
1550s and early 1560s, but also refl ected the ruling elite’s growing concerns about the 
over-dilution of gentility.

Unusually, John Winchcombe’s exceptional entrepreneurial success appears to have 
smoothed the way for him to be accepted as a gentleman and to mix with county 
society and members of the royal court even before he purchased land and acquired 
arms. The chronology of his social advancement is instructive. In 1537, he extended 
hospitality to Edward Seymour, Earl of Hertford (uncle to the future Edward VI) and 
his retinue.115 In 1540, he numbered, perhaps at Cromwell’s instigation, amongst the 
esquires appointed to receive Anne of Cleves on her arrival in England.116 His purchase 
of the manors of Bucklebury and Thatcham in the same year provided him with a 
country house and estate and enabled him to consolidate his claim to status and to a 
share in the political administration and judicial government of county and country. He 
was listed to supply men for military service in 1536, 1543 and 1544 and granted a coat 
of arms in 1549.117 In 1550 he had his portrait painted. The portraitist is unknown but 
the large and skilfully painted panel shows Winchcombe as a gentleman, dressed in a 
black satin doublet and fur-lined surcoat, and holding gloves and a carnation, but with 
his clothier’s mark displayed on the wall behind him (Fig.  2).118 By this date, he had 
accumulated surplus funds to build a new country house as a visible symbol of his 
family’s arrival amongst the gentry. Both house and estate were transferred to his eldest 
son in 1555.119 It is not clear when — or whether — Winchcombe withdrew from active 
involvement in cloth-making, but it seems likely that he reduced the time committed to 
his business as his public duties and landowning responsibilities increased. He is the only 
clothier amongst those studied to describe himself as esquire in his will and to have 
achieved some degree of social acceptance amongst the county elite.

The Dolman family’s social advancement bears the hallmark of careful planning. 

Between 1554 and 1568, Thomas Dolman I acquired a clutch of manors in Berkshire and 

Gloucestershire and built a house in Staunton between 1557 and 1558.120 He remained a 

working clothier but dispatched his eldest son to university and the Inns of Court and 

his youngest to a prestigious London livery company. Both acquired gentle status. 

Thomas Dolman II, heir to the family clothing business, built a fashionable house of 

exceptional quality at Shaw between about 1578 and 1581 and thereafter abandoned 

cloth-making.121 He was granted arms in 1587 and served as sheriff of Berkshire in 

1588.122 He married a gentlewoman and fathered two sons who attended university and 

pursued careers in the law and army.123 His response to criticism of his social ambitions 

and architectural extravagance was bitter and fl amboyant: ‘The toothless man envies the 

teeth of those who eat and the moles despise the eyes of the goats’ was carved in Latin 
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on a frieze above the front porch of his gentrifi ed house and ‘Let no envious man enter’ 
inscribed in Greek on the porch itself.124

In contrast, the Aldworths, Byes and Kendricks opted for civic rather than county 
gentle status, at least in the short term. The difference in aspiration appears to refl ect 
social rather than geopolitical factors since several Reading mercantile entrepreneurs, 
including the mercer, Robert Blagrave, entered the ranks of the gentry in the early 
sixteenth century.125 By the late sixteenth century, whilst an expanded landed elite was 
striving to consolidate its position and to protect its exclusivity, the growth of towns 
and burgeoning of civic independence and pride had created alternative opportunities 
for social advancement and it was possible to claim a coat of arms and the title of 
esquire or gentleman merely on the basis of income or offi ce-holding. A new urbanized 
or ‘pseudo’ gentry emerged, which adopted the values and life-style of the landed elite 
— in areas as diverse as the size of their house, approach to hospitality and education 
and the commissioning of portraits and funerary monuments. They combined such 
activities with business and civic responsibilities.126 It is noticeable that whilst members 
of both the Aldworth and Kendrick families invested in rural property and agriculture, 
they did so on a fairly modest scale and remained based in Reading. Some of their 
sons worked as clothiers but others became minor landowners, entered London Livery 

Fig.  2. Portrait of John 
Winchcombe, 1550, 
artist unknown, oil on 
panel, 44 x 36 inches, 
West Berkshire Museum, 
NEBYM:1983.L81.
By kind permission of 
the West Berkshire 
Museum.
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Companies or pursued a career in the Church. Ultimately, however, members of both 

families were absorbed into the gentry.

Public service followed close in the wake of economic success and social advance-

ment. John Winchcombe II’s political rise was particularly meteoric and probably 

equalled only by William Stumpe of Malmsbury. He was appointed JP in 1540, acted as 

a commissioner for the subsidy of 1543–44 and benevolence of 1544–45, and was elected 

Member of Parliament in 1545, 1547 and probably 1553.127 In Reading, both fi rst and 

second generation clothiers were active in borough government over long periods. 

Thomas Aldworth served as mayor of Reading four times, Thomas Kendrick and 

William Kendrick, once each.128 As mayor, Thomas Aldworth represented the borough 

in Parliament in 1558 and 1559.129 Thomas Dolman I provides an exception but this may 

be an accident of timing: working clothiers were increasingly excluded from county 

government and national politics from the 1560s onwards and Newbury did not become 

formally self-governing until 1595.130 Public service provided benefi ts as well as costs. As 

Fig.  3. St Nicholas’s Church, Newbury, Berkshire, 2008. Photo: Roy Jackson.
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Fig.  4. Undated drawing of the Reading Kendrick Workhouse, ‘The Oracle in 1628’, 
Reading Library Local Studies Collection, R/KP ILL 1017A.
By kind permission of Reading Library, Local Studies Collection.

the sixteenth century progressed, the increasingly constrictive regulation of trade and 

industry by both royal government and local authorities necessitated action on the part 

of clothiers. John Winchcombe II, for example, played a leading part in the successful 

lobbying campaign to resist the statutory revision of standard kersey measurements, 

1536–42.131

Whilst Deloney exaggerated John Winchcombe’s paternalism and commitment to 

the commonweal for literary and political effect, the philanthropic impulse of leading 

Berkshire clothiers was undisputedly strong. Probate evidence reveals that they made 
generous testamentary donations across a wide range of charitable causes, including the 
church, education, municipal improvements and the relief of poverty.132 The driving 
force behind their entrepreneurial philanthropy was complex, encompassing religious, 
humanitarian and practical considerations as well as the desire to commemorate per-
sonal success and civic duty. John Winchcombe I made substantial contributions to the 
rebuilding of Newbury parish church, including a bequest of £40 in his will (Fig.  3).133 
Walter Bye left £40 to the hospital in Reading.134 John Winchcombe II left £50 for the 
relief of the poor with a further £13 7s 10d to be ‘. . . geven and deliuered to the pore 
people as I have named them by the streates, towns and mansions . . .’.135 Thomas 
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Dolman I’s paternalist credentials are demonstrated not only by his testamentary dispo-
sitions but by the frequency with which he and his wife stood as godparents to the 
children of Newbury.136 William Kendrick, perhaps inspired by the exceptional philan-
thropy of his brother, John, who bequeathed about £19,000 to charitable causes, includ-
ing £13,200 to establish workhouses, tradesmen’s loan funds, maids’ dowries and 
morning prayer charities in Reading and Newbury, founded almshouses in Reading for 
former cloth-workers (Fig.  4).137

Conclusion

The achievement of Berkshire clothiers stands out against the seeming reluctance to 
experiment with extensive centralization and conglomeration in other English clothing 
regions. William Stumpe of Malmesbury, Wiltshire (died 1552) is the only English 
clothing entrepreneur known to have centralized production on a comparable scale, 
albeit the drive to centralize production in the 1530s and 1540s initially extended into 
other counties.138 The weavers of Lavenham, Ipswich, Hadleigh and Bergholt in Suffolk, 
for example, complained in a petition of 1539 that clothiers were employing weavers 
and fullers in their own houses and impoverishing independent craftsmen.139 Alan Dyer 
and Herbert Heaton acknowledge the possibility of early undocumented and short-lived 
centralization and conglomeration in Worcester and Yorkshire alongside the putting-out 
and small clothier systems.140 In the Kentish cloth industry, which competed directly 
with Berkshire in the production of high-quality, fully-manufactured broadcloths and 
kersies, probate evidence suggests that even though many clothiers dyed their own 
wool, they continued to employ independent weavers and shearmen. Michael Zell fi nds 
little evidence of clothiers investing in fulling mills and suggests that even in the late 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries a substantial number of Kentish broadcloths 
may have been dressed in London and that some were exported undressed.141 The pace 
of centralization and agglomeration was similarly slow in mainland Europe. The 
Spanish city of Segovia is the only cloth centre known to have experimented with the 
development of the proto-factory in the sixteenth century. Like Reading and Newbury, 
Segovia produced high-quality, fully-manufactured cloths, some of which were exported 
to America. The city’s economy was similarly highly specialized, with nearly 60 per cent 
of the population employed as textile workers in the 1560s and seven wealthy clothiers 
providing work to up to 300 employees with some 100 employed in workshops on site. 
By 1700, however, the industry was declining and the putting-out system re-established 
itself.142

For contemporaries, John Winchcombe II’s entrepreneurial success and reputation 
rested upon his organizational innovation, creation of wealth, contribution to the gross 
national product and provision of employment to the poor. Late twentieth-century his-
torians judge the Berkshire clothier harshly because they focus upon the short duration 
of his family business and limited impact of his organizational innovation. In reality few 
cloth-making businesses established by entrepreneurs in Reading and Newbury from 
the fi fteenth to the seventeenth century, survived more than three generations. Most 
disappeared within the space of one or two generations.143 Whilst social attitudes played 
an important part in shaping and determining the duration of entrepreneurship, their 
role must not be overplayed. Although successful clothiers strove to establish gentry 
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dynasties or encouraged their offspring to pursue careers in trade, the law and church, 
family cloth-making businesses were frequently transferred intact and well funded to 
a younger son. Whilst almost all successful clothiers succumbed to the lure of con-
spicuous consumption, safe investment opportunities and public service, they did not 
necessarily cease to pursue occupational success or abandon their commitment to profi t 
maximization. Indeed, the diversion of effort and resources often generated secondary 
benefi ts such as improved brand visibility or increased networking opportunities.

The critical factors were invariably the health and competence of successive cloth-
making generations and the buoyancy of the cloth trade. Business succession strategies 
were easily thwarted by an untimely death. Both Henry Winchcombe and Walter Bye 
were forced to leave their businesses to minors.144 Third-generation clothiers such as 
Henry Winchcombe and Thomas Kendrick appear to have enjoyed less success, albeit 
in more diffi cult trading circumstances than their fathers and grandfathers.145 The cloth 
export trade was extremely volatile and the profi t margins of manufacture sensitive to 
external intervention. It cannot be coincidence that many cloth-making families, includ-
ing the Winchcombes, Dolmans and Kendricks, retired from manufacture or downsized 
their business operations during prolonged slumps in demand or following government 
intervention to regulate manufacture. As successful entrepreneurs, they clearly recog-
nized and seized the moment to withdraw or reduce their investment in cloth-making. 
Bankruptcy struck occasionally, but was not necessarily terminal, as the case of Brian 
Chamberlain in Newbury demonstrates.146

Concern with the short duration of entrepreneurship is to some degree misplaced. 
The impact of business failure or disinvestment upon the early modern clothing 
region was limited, provided new entrepreneurs emerged to sustain or re-invigorate 
manufacture. The supply of entrepreneurial talent in Reading and Newbury was replen-
ished until the trading conditions of the seventeenth century rendered the opportunity 
costs of urban cloth-making unacceptable to both existing and aspirant entrepreneurs 
and de-industrialization became unavoidable.147 There was little incentive to invest in 
a declining cloth industry when alternative commercial, industrial, and agricultural 
investments abounded in the area due to the expansion of London and the capital’s 
insatiable demand for food and drink.148 The proto-factory system pioneered by Berk-
shire clothiers was not lost but preserved in folk memory and popular literature and 
ultimately adopted and adapted by their longtime northern competitors as they increased 
the number and quality of the cloths they produced in the later seventeenth century. 
When Defoe visited Halifax around 1700, he found the houses of clothiers ‘. . . full of 
lusty fellows, some at the dye-vat, some dressing the cloths, some in the loom . . .’. 
Nearby were ‘. . . small dwellings, in which dwell the workmen which are employed, the 
women and children of whom, are always busy carding, spinning, etc . . .’.149 Over 
the following century, Yorkshire’s leading clothing entrepreneurs developed some of the 
largest non-mechanized textile mills in the north prior to the industrial revolution.150
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