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So much has been written about the early life of D. H. Lawrence that it must be 

easy to suppose that there is nothing else to say. There is however one short period 

that has been neglected. When Lawrence left Nottingham High School in July 

1901 he secured work as a clerk with J. S. Haywood, a firm of hosiery 

manufacturers in Castle Gate, Nottingham, and was employed there for three 

months or so, when illness compelled him to leave. He was, in fact, struck down 

by the most awful pneumonia, and very nearly died. 

The various literary researchers and memoirs refer to Haywoods but, most, 

surprisingly, have nothing to say about this interesting firm. The friendly, relaxed 

employment at Haywoods, with its affable boss, motherly overseers and friendly 

work girls depicted in Sons and Lovers is something not only an infinity away 

from the bitter industrial relations on the coalfield at Eastwood, but also - as John 

Worthen points out in his Early Years - very different from Lawrence’s own 

experience; he apparently told George Neville that the work girls at Haywoods 

‘were perfect beasts; they were little devils, he said.  They were filthier than 

anybody he had ever conceived’.  In one of those timeless work-place rituals 

imposed on newcomers, they also attempted to remove his trousers at one point, 

but he fought back. His illness came at the end of this period and may have been 

partly in consequence of it. Surprisingly, Lawrence never explored these 

contrasts, and the numerous literary commentators have been too absorbed in his 

tortured relationship with Miriam and Clara, or that with his over possessive 

mother. Taking the local novels as a whole, the balance calls for some modest 

redress. 

To fully appreciate the contribution of the experience at Haywoods, we should 

briefly examine the Nottingham textile industry at the period. Trade and 

manufacturing were concentrated in the old core of the city around St Mary's 

Church and the approaches to the castle, popularly known as the Lace Market. 

However, wholesaling lace was by no means the only economic activity there, 

for hosiery, knitwear, clothing manufacture and a range of ancillary enterprise 

were dispersed through the narrow streets. Haywoods was just one of hundreds 

of worthy, mostly small firms crowded into the Old Town. It was an inbred 

industry with a poorly educated hereditary leadership which survived by selling 

workshop and factory outputs to London wholesalers at low prices. They in turn 

supplied thousands of retailers up and down the country, and, to a limited extent, 



the empire market. With a single exception none of these small producers was 

known by brand name to retailers or their customers. The great London 

wholesalers such as I and R Morley and Brettles deliberately suppressed the 

identity of their numerous suppliers in the Midland counties. They later formed 

the Wholesale Textile Association to reinforce this traditional policy, so 

maintaining their dominant position at the expense of any rivals in the provinces. 

Haywoods was, surprisingly, the single exception to this long established practice 

for some years before Lawrence was a clerk there. The evidence for this claim is 

well founded in the local trade directories which form a long series from 1784 

until the mid 20th century. The earlier directories are simply classified lists of 

manufacturers’ and traders’ names but in 1869 Morris and Co broke with practice 

by publishing 170 pages of advertisements for business enterprises in 

Nottingham, Newark, Grantham, Chesterfield, Mansfield and several smaller 

towns. Haywoods – John Shrewsbury Haywood (1829-1912) was clearly now in 

charge – appears here in detail for the first time (Fig.1). No doubt the emphasis 

on surgical hosiery shielded Haywoods from the wrath of London wholesalers 

and as a small firm in a niche he could have survived in hard times on orders by 

post. 

Details of the technology of the hosiery industry cannot detain us here; 

researchers interested can find ample material in the technical college 

publications that proliferated in the early 20th century. The Griswold type of 

machine employed at Haywoods is clearly shown in Fig.2 though the real 

atmosphere of the small scale industry of the period is best imbibed at Ruddington 

Framework Knitters Museum. The circular knitting machine was brought out by 

a couple of American inventors in 1869 but was not in mainstream production in 

Britain until 1882; the insertion of elastic in the hosiery must have been 

introduced in this period. This means that Haywood was an innovator - and most 

probably the innovating entrepreneur - in his sector of the industry. It is strange 

that his pioneer role has been so neglected. But no doubt his triumph was still a 

proud inheritance and profitable investment when the young D. H. Lawrence 

joined the firm from school. It was listed in Skinner's Hosiery and Knit Goods 

directory as late as 1955, though no longer advertising. 

From this time on Haywoods advertised in a sequence of local directories such as 

White's (1885) and Kelly's (1904) down to Kelly’s Leicester Directory (1922) 

(Fig.3). The best of this long series appears in Allen’s Nottingham Red Book for 

1903 (Fig.4) which almost coincides with Lawrence's time with the firm. No other 

hosiery, knitwear, lace or clothing manufacturer appealed directly to customers 

in this way; astonishingly, J. S. Haywood was pursuing a unique strategy in his 



industry. He has been overlooked by the few historians of his industry. ‘Direct to 

retail’ branding only began in the 1920s, and then only furtively. Few details have 

survived; the earliest may have been Chilprufe of Leicester, a childrenswear 

manufacturer, but that is research for economic historians. 

Clearly Haywood is an important figure in the history of our regional textile 

industry and deserves more attention than he has so far received. The 

advertisements just noticed record that the firm was established in 1833, but there 

is no further record in the directories until 1844 when White's records John 

Haywood as a hosiery agent (bag hosier or middleman collecting frame knitters 

work for delivery to major firms); this was most likely John Shrewsbury 

Haywood’s father. 20 years later White’s Directory records Haywood and Saville 

as hosiery manufacturers in Houndsgate and North Sherwood St. J. S. Haywood 

probably took over the old partnership at the time of the 1869 advertisement and 

it was evidently an already prospering enterprise. His unique addition, apart from 

his flair for publicity already averted to, was to take out a patent as inventor and 

manufacturer of surgical elastic stockings and associated support garments. Some 

details are set out in the Red Book and reproduced here in Fig.4. 

This does not mean that Haywoods was a large or dominant firm in the hosiery 

industry; rather it was a small specialist. In the 1876 Post Office Directory it 

shared Castle building at Castle Gate (opposite the Congregational Chapel) with 

six other businesses in varied lines. The patent machinery depicted here in Fig 4 

belongs to a type of hand knitting machine familiar to the trade as Griswolds. 

They are usually clamped onto a table and can easily be operated by unskilled 

labour, invariably women and girls who only have to turn a handle and adjust the 

circle of needles. The Ruddington Framework Knitters Museum has a whole 

workshop floor of them behind the cottages in a type of setting that Lawrence 

would easily have recognised. The assistant curator in charge, Helen, invites 

visitors to knit a sock on one of them, which children particularly enjoy. At 

Haywoods the Griswold machines were modified to insert the elastic spiral as the 

1903 advertisement indicates. The real expertise in the business would have been 

that of Haywoods offering personal service to handicapped customers. 

So where does D. H. Lawrence fit into this picture? Lacking any precise evidence, 

we can only conjecture. We know that, as a working class boy, he enjoyed the 

company of the ordinary working girls as they toiled on the exacting 

specifications of the bespoke garments. At lunch times, he could well have 

absorbed some of the atmosphere of the lace market, still in its heyday, as the 

senior clerk in Sons and Lovers, Mr Pappleworth, does. The writer recalls a 

comparable experience in the Lace Market, working as a vacation student nearly 



70 years ago. The firm was owned by an entrepreneur like Haywood who 

employed 20 or so girls making up women's underwear on the 8th floor of a 

Victorian building in Broadway; they were on piece rates but compensated for 

the tedium by chorusing pop songs through the day. 

The literary possibilities of this working class world can be discerned through the 

work of later authors. It is indicated in a couple of books that we can mention in 

conclusion. Sallie Westwood’s All Day Every Day: Factory and Family in the 

Making of Women's Lives (London, 1984) is an intensive study of Corah’s female 

labour in the Leicester hosiery industry. Mark Ashfield’s Don't be Late on 

Monday. Life and Work in a Nottingham Lace Factory (Nottingham, 2004) is a 

nostalgic book which serves to emphasise an opportunity that has been missed. 

Had Lawrence stayed longer in the Lace Market, he would surely have made more 

of this fascinating segment of our local history, or perhaps the trauma of his 

conflict with Haywoods work girls proved too complex to allow him to write on 

this topic. 
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Figure 2 J. H. Quilter and John Chamberlain, Framework Knitting and Hosiery Manufacture, 3 vols., Leicester Hosiery Trade 
Journal, 1912 – 1914, Vol, 2 P101 

Figure 1 Advertisement in Morris and Co.’s Directory of Notts. 1869 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                            Figure 3 Advertisement in Kelly's Leicester Directory, 1922 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

 

 

Figure 4 Advertisement in Allen's Nottingham Red Book for 1903 



 

 

Figure 5 Ruddington Framework Knitters’ Museum 

 

 

 


