Sarah Clewer

Sarah Clewer was born October 6, 1815 in Foleshill, Warwickshire, England and was christened in the
parish church of St. Lawrence on November 5, 1815.! She was the second of three daughters of Josiah
Clewer and his wife Mary Marston . Her elder sister Ann was baptized February 2, 1812% and her younger
sister Mary was born November 28, 1817 and christened January 25, 1818.°

Josiah and his wife and daughters were ribbon weavers, as were many of his neighbors in the parish of
Foleshill which lay on the northwest edge of the city of Coventry. From the beginning of the eighteenth
century until the middle of the nineteenth, the silk ribbon weaving industry formed a large part of the city’s
economy and Coventry became the most important center of this industry in Britain. During the nineteenth
century, Coventry supplied the middle and lower classes’ demand for cheap fancy ribbons and at its height,
the ribbon industry employed one quarter of the population of the city. It was a prosperous trade,
punctuated by periods of depression.

Until the 1830s and 1840s, weavers worked at home and were paid on a piecework system. Affluent
weavers lived and worked in two or three-storied buildings, which incorporated a workshop or “topshop”
on the uppermost story. As much light as possible was needed by the loom operators, so these “topshops”
had large windows in front and back. These had to remain closed to protect the silk from dirt and the
drying effects of the air in summer. As a result, working conditions were hot and sticky. In winter the
workroom remained unheated to maintain the correct moisture content of the silk and to prevent any
discoloration by smoke. Weavers had flexibility of working hours in their own topshops, which they
valued very highly. In summer they could start work very early and rest at the hottest time of day, which
helped avoid staining the ribbons with sweaty hands. Weavers could take things easy at the beginning of
the week and then work long hours as the pressure for work grew, although they were not supposed to work
at night by candlelight, because this affected the quality of the work. The weavers either employed labor or
enlisted the help of their families to operate their looms and ensure the prompt delivery of the finished
ribbons to the manufacturer.

In the 1830s steam looms were introduced to the Coventry silk ribbon industry. Weavers were very
resistant to the idea of working in factories, much preferring the freedom and independence of working in
their own homes where the whole family was usually involved in the weaving. Coventry’s compromise
with the factory system was the cottage factory. A steam engine would be placed in a shed at the end of a
row of weavers’ topshops. Power was conducted by a shaft to each topshop to power the looms. Although
still having the independence of working at home, the weavers were no longer at liberty to work their own
hours, for once the power was on, the whole row needed to use it for economy and problems arose if any of
the workers in the row had little or no work. By the late 1850s this was a serious alternative to the factory.

It is not clear in what sort of workshop the Clewers labored, but it is obvious that the entire family was
involved in the profession. In 1841, when the first British Census was taken, Josiah and his wife Mary and
twenty-five year old Sarah were working as ribbon weavers and living together at Hall Green in Foleshill.
Next door was Sarah’s younger sister, Mary, and her husband, Samuel Jaques (b. 1815) who had been
married in June of 1840. Samuel was a coal miner from Baddesley-Ensor, a parish in the northern part of
Warwickshire. Sarah was a ribbon weaver. Just north of Hall Green, in Alderman’s Green, lived Sarah’s
older sister Ann Rollason with her husband Steven and their two small daughters, Eliza, age 4 and Rachel,

! Parish Church of Foleshill, Parish registers, 1564-1881, Christenings and burials, 1564-1876, FHL film
number 0559233, p. 52, certificate number 414. Mary and Josiah are listed as living in Fieldgate. This
area is not marked on any maps of the period, but was in the vicinity of Little Heath, possibly south of Old
Church Road.

2 Foleshill Parish registers, Christenings and burials, 1554-1876.

? Birth date from “Notes from Samuel Jackson Jr.’s Journal while in England on his Mission,” transcribed
by Madelyn Newman. Christening in Foleshill Parish registers, Christenings and burials, 1564-1876
op.cit., p. 81, certificate number 648.

* This and the following information about the ribbon weaving industry was obtained from the Herbert Art
Gallery and Museum, Jordan Well, Coventry, England.



