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In the Sheffield cutlery trades, handicraft production in 
an isolated location determined to a substantial degree the 
character of the population. Geographical remoteness and the 
rapid redundancy of early locational factors necessitated 
concentration on high quali t y goods, embodying the technical 
expertise of successive generations of craftsmen. Reliance on 
quality and craftsmanship reinforced the small-scale,skill 
intensi ve structure of the trades. In turn this confirmed the 
predominant values of pride in craftsmanship and respect for the 
artisan. The industrial structure permitted independent 
production and produced a social structure in which social 
mobility and self-employment were legitimate expectations. 
Competition and the absence of large-scale mass-production meant 
that few fortunes were amassed and few major socio-economic 
gulfs developed between masters and men. 

F aced wi th growing cheap, standardized competi tion from 
abroad, the industry continued to stress and rely upon its 
traditional reputation for the finest quality production, 
crafted by Sheffield's uniquely skilled workforce. The struc­
ture of the industry and aspirations of its members remained 
essentially intact: changes were piecemeal and cautious, made 
within the existing ideological and industrial framework. 

This study seeks to encompass the range of economic and 
social relations in this industry: the origins of traditionalism 
before 1870, developments in the use of new production techn­
iques and raw materials, attitudes to overseas marketing, 
industrial structure, industrial relations, health and sani­
tation, community and culture. 

By adopting this approach, it reveals var ious character­
istics which contradict the stereotypic image of British 
industry in the period 1870-1914. Practices considered as 
irrational were often informed responses to market condi tions. 
Outwork and handicraft production were not necessarily pre­
industr ial remnants, wai ting to be subsumed into large-scale, 
'modern' industry. Ne i ther were industr ies neCRssar i 1 Y homo­
geneous units: like their work forces they remained fragmented 
and sectionalised. Finally, handicraft production exerted an 
enormous influence on wider social and cultural relations in 
Sheffield. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The characteristics of the Bri tish economy In the years 

between 1870 and 1914 remain a matter of dispute among historians. 

Much controversy revolves around the question of whether this 

period was a watershed in Britain's economic growth. Reflecting 

the debates of the time, special attention has been paid to 

Britain's place in the world economy, and the loss of the previously 

unchallenged position of 'first industrial nation'. It is generally 

agreed that the 'drag' of an 'early start' played an important rol2 

in the declining rates of productivity and growth. Newer compet-

itors, like America and Germany, were unhindered by the debris of 

industr ial tradi tions, In the form of both plant and business 

methods. In respect of the latter, particular criticism has 

focused on the complacency of the British entrepreneur in the face 

of changing markets, technology and forms of production. 

More recent contr ibutions to this debate have stressed the 

nature of world economic development, which made Britain's 'decline' 

almost inevitable, a 'natural' outcome of economIC expansIon 

elsewhere. Yet more recent commentators, armed with more specific, 

often quantitative data, based on detailed studies of individual 

industries or regions, have further revised the traditional thesis. 

Entrepreneurs devised rational strategies In response to difficult 

conditions - a kind of 'achievement under adversity'. 

Further controversy surrounds the demarcation of this period 

as a watershed in terms of developments in its industrial structure. 

Until recently, historians have marginalised older forms of 

production. The persistence of outwork and handicraft techniques 

has been regarded as a pre-industrial remnant, an abe~ation which 

detracted attention away from the 'real' course of industrial 

development. This would inev i tably resul t in large-scale, heav ily 

capitalized units of production, manufacturing long runs of 

standardized products. Management was growing more direct, the 

frontier of control was being pushed forwards. Craftsmen were 

losing their skills and their determination of the form and speed 

of production. Commensurately there was formed a more 

homogeneous and class-conscious labour force. 

However, such conclusions have again been criticised for their 
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reliance on generalizations based on studies of national, leading 

sector industries. They neglect more detailed, regional case 

studies which point to the continued buoyancy of traditional forms 

of production. These often coexisted with more 'modern' industry 

and were even linked in a symbiotic relationship, serving the 

demand for small quantities of goods with detailed and often high 

qual it y speci f ications. Such production ensured the surv i val of 

small-scale units of production, of craftsmen, outworkers and 

factors, of informal industr ial relations phrased in tradi tional 

terminolQgy. I ndi vidual identi t y , as well as communal cohesion, 

were still closely related to the structure of the handicraft. The 

form of production was not simply the result of the various states 

of the labour market, demand and technology, but the outcome of a 

whole range of wider social and cultural traditions. 

A study of the Sheffield cutlery trades providEs further 

evidence for revisionism which argues that generalizations on the 

nature and performance of the British economy are severely comprom-

ised by detailed regional investigation. Industr ies frequently 

fail to conform to such broad notions as 'entrepreneurial failure' 

or 'modernization'. In the cutlery trades, geographical remoteness 

and the redundancy of initial locational factors, necessitated the 

concentration on high quality goods, embodying the technical 

expertise of generations of craftsmen. Reliance on quality and 

craftsmanship reinforced the small-scale, skill intensive structure 

of the trades. In turn this confirmed the predominant values of 

pride in craftsmanship and respect for the artisan. 

Faced with growing standardized, mass-produced, German 

competition, the industry continued to rely upon its reputation for 

the finest goods, crafted by Sheffield's uniquely skilled workforce. 

The structure of the industry and the ethos of its members remained 

essentially unchanged. 

The cutlery trades exhibit the close interrelationship between 

economlC forces and social aspirations, and the wider relationship 

of work to social outlook. The traditions of this interrelationship 

embraced and further emphasised the domination - in practice. as 

well as in ideological preferences of specialized, quality 

produccion and local loyalties; enhanced by ~eographical isol21tion. 
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Given the existing preconditions in Sheffield, the continuance of 

handicraft production, cautiously modified to suit changing market 

considerations, was a rational policy choice. No competitor 

possessed Sheffield's hard won reputation or abundance of cheap, 

skilled labour; but equally, in no other location was the handicraft 

structure of the industry and resultant social structure so deep­

seated. 

This thesis attempts to approach these problems on three 

levels. Firstly, as a detailed examination of a highly localized 

and inward-looking industry, si tuated ln, to use an oft-quoted 

phrase, the 'largest village ln England'. No comprehensive 

account of these trades has been undertaken since that of 
1 G.I.H.Lloyd ln 1913, which although a source of invaluable 

quantitative data, lacks a perspective for any assessment of 

contemporary political and economic debates. More recent studies2 

have similarly failed to tackle these trades at this period in a 

comprehensive fashion. Research has been concerned with broader 

areas, which mention the cutlery trades as one element in such 

themes as class and political struggle in Sheffield as a whole.
3 

Such accounts deal with cutlery as part of the 'light metal 

trades', to be contrasted in tradi tions, structure, performance 
4 

and values with the newer 'heavy metal trades'. Rarely has the 

subject been considered worthy of study as an individual entirety. 

A detailed examination of these trades, which embraces the 

whole breadth of economic and social relationships, from industrial 

relations to marketing, firm sanitation to mechanization, reveals 

the extent of their diversity. There existed no single industry 

producing a single product, no collective consciousness, few 

issues that all were forced to confront. The force of tradition 

was the only uni fying factor - strictly local shared values and 

understandings, stemming from past experiences. 

Secondly, this thesis attempts to analyse the way in which 

national debates impinged on the consciousness and day to day 

experiences of this community. When mediated through local 

circumstances and predilections, a fresh perspective is given to 

such controversies as boy labour versus apprenticeship or Free 

Trade versus Protection. 
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Similarly, as local conditions resulted In quite unique 

attitudes to contemporary debates, so historians' conceptual 

generalizations have often proved inadequate as methods of 

analysis for these trades. A third tier of concern is, therefore, 

an estimation of the way in which such concepts as labour arist­

ocracy, entrepreneurial failure and choice of industrial techniques 

have to be modified, if they are to remain as useful tools in the 

assessment of these trades. 

Perhaps one reason for the lack of secondary Ii terature 

which examines this industry lies with the absence of concentrated 

sources of authoritative, primary information. Instead, material 

has to be gleaned from a wide variety of sources. Of particular 

note is the absence of business records. Self-employed craftsmen 

and small ephemeral firms, who constituted an important sector of 

producers, were unlikely to have kept sytematic records, and if 

they did, none have survived. The available documentation IS 

concerned with the largest firms and is therefore unrepresentative 

of the industry as a whole. Moreover, this data is mainly 

qualitative, and totally inadequate to attempt quantitative 

analyses of the profitability or economic rationality of commer­

cial decisions. Whilst information from White's trade directories 

has been compiled and used to assess quantitative trends in these 

trades,5 through necessity estimations remain largely qualitative 

and impressionistic. 

However, this gap has been narrowed by the extensive use of 

Parliamentary Papers. Although committees tended to rely on 

similar wi tnesses for each inquiry, a selection which precluded 

I unrespectable' or I submerged I sections of the communi ty, Par li­

amentary Papers are useful in indicating broad themes. A detailed 

examination of the local and trade press permitted the formation 

of a factual, systematic and chronological account of events, not 

previously available. This was supplemented by the use of the 

records of the Chamber of Commerce and the Cutlers' Company, which 

provided a deeper insight into the attitudes of manufacturers; and 

of the few surviving records of trade societies, the Sheffield 

Federated Trades Council and the Webb Trades Union Manuscr ipts 

which are sufficiently complete to allow a reasonably accurate 

insight into the labour history of the cutlery trades. 
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Finally, a note on the deceptively simple issue of definition. 

The number and breadth of products defined as 'cutlery' has been, 

and still is subject to considerable debate; hence the classifi­

cation of 'the cutlery trades' is similar ly ill-defined. Recent 

definitions have tended to limit the term to the lighter, smaller 

implements used mainly for domestic and household purposes: pen 

knives, table knives, forks, spoons, scissors and razors. 6 Other 

definitions are broader, including a range of heavier, larger 

tools which have a cutting edge: saws, files, sickles, scythes and 
7 

shears. For the 

limited to those 

purpose 

trades 

of this thesis, 

which manufactured 

kni ves, steel forks, scissors and razors. 

the definition IS 

sprIng and table 

The reason for this 

preference lie with the industrial structures of the trades 

involved, and the social and economic status and outlook of their 

workers. Spoons have been excluded because thay are more accur-

ately classified as part of the electro-plate industry which, with 

its better paid workforce, and greater level of capitalization, 

was quite distinct from other cutlery trades. Similarly, heavier 

edge tools have been excluded because they merged more easily with 

the engineering trades over this period, and increasingly ident­

i fied wi th that group, economically, socially and politically, 

rather than with the cutlery trades. The cutlery trades as 

defined in this thesis, stand as a group complete in themselves, 

homogeneous In the identity of their structures, aspirations, 

problems and terms of reference. 
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CHAPTER 1 

1 

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE HISTORY OF THE INDUSTRY 

BEFORE 1870. 

Economic factors to some extent explain Sheffield's preference 

for high quali ty cutlery production. She ffield' s isolation and 
.. 

distance from markets and, once its own natural at tr ibutes were 

exhausted, its removal from raw material supplies, help to explain 

its concentration on high quality products. However, it is possible 

to determine the use of a 'social factor' - what h8s been termed a 

tradi tional "Mass Inhertiance" 1 in the ingrained aptitude of the 

population for skilled metal working - which gradually came to 

rival and surpass physical factors in accounting for the location 

and form of the Sheffield cutlery trades. 2 The nature of the 

handicraft the small capital but great skill required, the 

independence that it allowed, combined wi th the need to produce 

high quali ty items, had a signi ficant impact on the character of 

the already isolated, distinct local community. Great pr ide was 

taken and value set by independent artisan and craft abilities; no 

great divide separated masters and men; social and economlC 

mobili ty were widespread. From the ear liest times, guild regulat­

ions were drawn up which protected and cemented these values and 

customs, regulations which represented the culmination of these 

experiences, and ensured their continued vitality and applicability. 

The breakdown of these restrictions which accompanied the opening 

up of labour supplies and increased demand of the late 18th and 

ear ly 19th centur ies, marked a hugh upheaval and disruption in 

traditional understanding and ways of seelng and dealing with 

problems, a transformation the results of which were never fully 

accepted or understood by many members of the trades. 

i) The Roots of Traditionalism. 

The exact origins of the Sheffield cutlery trades are obscure, 

but there is an abiding local faith and pride in their ancient and 

illustr ious her i tage: the frequent ci tation of the "She ffield 

thwitel" mentioned in Chaucer's Reeve's Tale typifies this belief.
3 

However, ln the 14th century the industry was not yet localized; it 

was present in various towns and practised by many village black­

smiths,4 whilst in Sheffield it was still small scale and often 
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carried on as a dual occupation In conjunction with farming~ 
Sheffield's production of cutlery, and early monopolization of 

the industry, is usually accounted for in terms of its possession 

of all the neccessary raw mater ials: wrought iron manufactured 

from local Iron and charcoal, water power, and 'natural draughts' 

harnessed to aid combustion in bloomery furnaces~ Such physical 

attributes were however, reasonably common in the north of England 

and moreover, were quite soon to be made redundant by advances in 

iron and steel making technology. The production of iron, from 

which cutlery was or iginally made, was recorded in Sheffield as 

ear ly as 1161 ~ but the local Iron ore was highly phosphor ic and 

therefore incapable of being heated to the high temper which was 

necessary to obtain a good cutting edge. Thus as early as the 16th 

century, iron ore was imported from northern Europe, and by the 

18th century the use of these high quality ores was far outstrip­

pIng that of domestic supplies, reflecting a preference, even at 

this ear ly date, for a higher quali ty raw mater ial to produce a 

higher quality product~ The manufacture of steel in the Sheffield 

region began in the 17th century but came to centre there after 

1740. This was not only the result of the openIng of a canal to 

Rotherham, which facilitated the importation of Iron ore, but 

because the cutlery trades were exercIsIng considerable local 

'pull' as a market for steel.
9 

The manufacture of superior quality 

cutlery was assisted by advances In steel making technology by 

which steel of a more uni form carbon content was produced, which 

was thus capable of receiving a more consistently and evenly high 

temper. However, blister steel, manufactured through the cement­

ation process, 10 had a higher carbon content on the outside, from 

where the heat penetrated, than the inside. F or high quali ty 

cutlery therefore, a more even carbon content and temper was 

assured by breaking up these bars of blister steel, and then 

bundling them together to be reheated and reforged to form double 

shear steel; for the best cutlery the process would then be 

repeated to produce triple shear steel. The lack of uniformity In 

the composi tion of steel perhaps promoted the obsession of the 

early cutlers with the allocation of a precIse steel for the 

quali ty and type of product which was intended: it was to be an 

enduring predjlection. Moreover, the expense of blister stee1
11 
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necessi tated a high quality piece of workmanship to match the 

standard and price of the raw material. These tendencies, along 

with Sheffield's developing reputation as a producer of the finest 

cutlery, were furthered by Benjamin Huntsman's discovery, in about 

1740, of techniques to produce steel of an even more uniformly high 

quality. This search for a steel capable of forming reliable watch 

spr lngs, culminated in the discovery of means to further refine 

blister steel, to produce the even more costly crucible steel. 12 

Although these developments entailed the use of different raw 

materials from the early iron industry, fortunately, Sheffield was 

once more endowed with the necessary components: ample local 

ganister and coal, and access to the Bal tic lron ore traffic. 

However, the application of crucible steel to cutlery production 

proceeded slowly in Sheffield, the long-accepted reason being the 

conservatism of the cutlers who were reluctant to learn how to 

handle the new steel ~ 3 But this account is inconsistent wi th the 

constant attempts by local cutlers to ensure means to produce the 

finest cutlery, and has been contradicted by more recent research 

which places the responsibility for slow development on a shortage 

of skilled labour and capital, and dependence on foreign ores. 
14 

Furthermore, the will and readiness of cutlers to take action to 

secure super lor raw mater ials is ev idenced by the presence of 

cutlers and toolmakas, who were vertically extending their premlses, 
15 amongst the first special steels producers. In the post 

Napoleonic period some cutlers continued to make their own steel, 

although this was primarily to ensure a ready supply of steel made 

to their own specialist requirments, rather than an attempt to 

effect cost reductions. Concern with quality above cost consider-

ations is also demonstrated by the unwillingness of most cutlery 

manufacturers to use cheaper Bessemer steel which became available 
16 

In 1856, largly because it was of a poorer standard. 

Obsolescence of initial location factors is similarly true of 

power supplies. Water Dower was said to be a crucial factor in the 

early localization of the cutlery trades in Sheffield: its first 

recorded usage was In 1350 and major expansion occured in the 15th 
17 century. However, steam powered cutlery grinding wheels were 

introduced in 1786 and having the advantage of a completely regular 
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and predictable supply of power, soon superseded water driven 

wheels. Neither will the presence in the locality of rocks suitable 

for the creation of grindstones, another requisite for cutlery 

production, explain the tenacity of the trades ln Sheffield. 

Millstone was always a reasonably common substance and furthermore, 

by the 1880s it was being replaced by cleaner and safer artificial 
18 emery wheels. 

Thus, whilst tangible geographical factors may explain the 

original location of the cutlery trades ln Sheffield, their 

localization, tenacity and success is more di fficul t to 

account for in such terms, but better explained by less concrete 

sociological factors: primarily the abilities and outlook of the 

local work force. Al though these quali ties were in themselves the 

product of geographical remoteness and industrial localization 

dependent upon initial palpable physical factors, the effects were 

cumulative: remoteness produced a community in which most of the 

workforce devoted themselves to the working of particular metals in 

a particular manner, creating a highly localized, but highly 

skilled pool of talent. Sociologically, the traditional dual 

economy of South Yorkshire, based on the skills of the peasant 

craftsman and farmer allowed the trades to develop wi thout any 

major or abrupt dislocations in prevlous values or economlC 

structures. 19 Gradually, the artisanal abilities of these handi­

craftsmen compensated for the decline of Sheffield's purely 

physical properties, but also came to shape and direct the form of 

the industry. That new metal related technology continued to be 

attracted to the region was largely the result of the skilled 

labour which was to be found ln Sheffield: "The fact that a highly 

skilled occupation was becoming localized in the district, led to 

new inventions being bought there as a matter of course, for 

nowhere else could the same reserve of skilled labour and super­

vision be found.,,20 Similarly, these new developments helped to 

diversify the industry, thus keeping it buoyant and further 

concentrating it in the Sheffield region . 
• 

As Sheffield's importance as an industrial centre increased, 

so its geographical isolation was steadily removed as it was linked 

to the national infrastructure. Until the development of turnpike 

roads in the 1700s, the sole outlet for Sheffield's goods were the 
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and their packhorses, although this did 

h · L d· . d bl t . t . 21 reac Ing on on In cons 1 era e quan lIes. 

not stop 

By the late 

17th century Sheffield manufacturers were selling their goods 

around the country. Exports however, presented considerably more 

difficulties: the nearest river port was twenty miles away, and the 

sea a further sixty miles, and despite the persistent agitation of 

the Cutlers' Company, the centre of Sheffield was not linked by 

canals to sea access until 1819. 22 However, as ear ly as 1750, 

cutlery firms were exporting their goods direct to the continent. 23 

Although the quality and quantity of road connections improved 

enormously over this period~4 it was the advent of rail transport, 

with its substantial cost reductions, which proved to be the 
25 

fundamental development. Despite the indifference of the 

Cutlers' Company, (who realised that railroads would prove to be 

fatal competition to the canal in which they had invested)Sheffield 

had a rail link with London by 1840, and with Manchester by 1845. 26 

By 1870, Sheffield's geographical isolation had been overcome, 

as far as it was capable of being surmounted: it remained remote 

and removed from main communications arteries, providing a further 

economic stimulus to the production of high quality goods which had 

a low bulk to value ratio. However, as the rest of this chapter 

will illustrate, the peculiar concerns and values of the cutlery 

trades can only be understood when such geographical factors are 

understood in conjuction wi th the social factors they engendered. 

The predilections and understandings which developed were so 

tenacious and deep rooted , precisely because they were originally 

founded on the economic rationality of available raw materials 

combined with a remote location. 

ii) A Craft Industry and a Craft Mentali ty In the Ear ly Cutlery 

Trades. 

At the root of the pervasive craft mentality in these trades 

was the concern for the finished product. As illustrated above, 

these preoccupations were the economically logical outcome of a 

remote location wi th waning physical at tr ibutes, which maintained 

its hold on the industry on the basis of the specialist skills of 

its workforce. Craftsmen who undertook such trades were nRcessarily 

skilled, independent and aware of their abili ties, possessing an 
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outlook which reflected their economic circumstances and which, In 

turn, further strengthened obsessions with the quality of the 

product. 

Concern for the standard of the product can be seen In the 

ear ly special isms which developed in the trades. Be fore 1624, 

there arose geographical specialisms, according to which better 

quality goods were made In the centre of the town than in the 

outlying villages, whilst the villages began to produce particular 

types of cutlery: Shiregreen cutlers manufactured forks, Stanning­

ton cutlers razors and scissors. 27 In the late 17th century, 

subdivisions developed according to the type of cutlery. In 

pursuit of a finer finished product, such divisions were rigorously 

enforced according to ordinances, (records of which exist from as 

early as 1565
28

) by which the cutlers regulated themselves. By an 

Act of Parliament of 1624 the cutlers of Hallamshire and six miles 

beyond were made a sel f -regulating autonomous corporation, with 

powers of detailed super v ision of the trades: laws and penal ties 

were drawn up which were intended to ensure the quali ty of the 

product and the skill of the craftsman, whilst revenue was assured 

through the fees obtained from penalties, and the granting of marks 

d f d Th 1 f ' t d' .. t d 29 an ree oms. e ru e 0 one man, one ra e was lnSlS e upon, 

whilst deceitfully made or marked goods were outlawed, and search-
30 

ers appointed by the Company to hunt them out. So from an ear ly 

date, Sheffield cutlers realised that their livelihood was depend-
, 

ent upon the production of, and a reputation for quality wares. 

Their desire to monopolize the trade in such goods is illustrated 

by their regulations which barred 'foreigners' from participation 

in the Hallamshire trades, and also ban the sale of cutlery parts 
31 to non-Hallamshire men. This abliity to retain exclusive control 

of the industry through such guild restriction which regulated both 

the form and standard of production, was a privilege the loss of 

which many cutlers would find it extremely difficult to accept. 

The next specialism to develop was the subdivision of the 

processes of production entailed in the manufacture of a particular 

product: for example table kni fe forging, gr inding and hafting 

became separate trades, as did pen and pocket knife forging, 

grinding and hafting. 32 The separation of the grinding and forging 
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operations occurred first, ln the mid-18th century, but the 

distinction between the forger and cutler was not widespread until 

after 1800, and even later in some trades. This specialization, 

which speeded up production, but retained an ever perfected 

quality, was a response to the increased demand which accompanied 

the transport developments of this per iod. Moreover, "the decomp­

osition of a handicraft into its different partial operations,,,33 

the main feature of advances in most industries at this time, was 

particularly applicable in these trades, where production, necess­

ar ily di v ided into forging, gr inding and hafting, lay i tsel f open 

to subdivision. The tools, space and capital needed to undertake 

any branch of production were both few and inexpensive, but the 
34 skill required in such handicrafts was commensurately great. 

Whilst the huge variety of goods which were manufactured meant that 

production processes varied almost ad infinitum, the following lS a 

broad outline of the techniques involved in each stage of product­
. 35 lone 

For his trade, a forger needed only a reheating hearth, hand 

bellows, an anvil, hammers and fuel, but the craft involved 

enormous dexterity, judgement and experience. Forgers of small 

blades worked alone, whilst those who forged larger table blades 

employed a striker, who wielded the hammer. A rod of steel was 

first heated up ~nd drawn out wi th a hammer until it was roughly 

blade shaped, and then cut off from the rest of the bar, a process 

known as 'mooding'. On a second heating, the joint was fashioned 

to which the handle would be fastened (the shoulder), and on a 

third heating the blade was smithed over, its shape corrected, and 

the makers name struck on. The blade would then be hardened and 

tempered - hardened by heating followed by quenching in a vat of 

liquid and oil, and then retempered or hammered to reduce the 

brittleness of the blade, and improve its durability and 

elasticity. In all these processes, experience was required to 

wield the hammer in such a way that, whilst economising on effort, 

the steel was made tensile and, furthermore, in estimating the 

temperature of the steel, which could be accurately assessed by 
36 

observing its colour changes. The forging of a razor blade was a 

particularly skilled trade, the steel needing to be unusually 
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brittle and of differing thicknesses at the back and edges of the 

blade. 

Grinders worked in mills or workshops known as 'wheels', which 

were di v ided into rooms called 'hulls'. At the back of each hull 

was a power shaft with revolving drums, which were connected to the 

spindles which carried the grindstones that they drove, by means of 

leather belts or 'bands'. At the front of the room, nearest to the 

light, were the coarsest sandstones, used 1n the preliminary 

grinding process, and behind them, the smaller smoothing and 

polishing wheels: a set of three such wheels was called a 'trough'. 

A gr inder would si t or lean over the revol v ing stone, press1ng 

against its sur face the blade to be ground. Gr inders of large 

blades sat astride the stone on a wooden saddle, supported by a 

wooden framework, which was anchored to the floor by heavy chains, 

as a precaution against the stone shat ter ing or 'bursting' • The 

stones ran in metal tanks or 'trows', which were set into the floor 

and contained water which kept the stone wet, thereby stopping the 

blade from overheating, and keeping down the dust. (See Fig 1 • ) 

However, the dust and water sludge, known as 'wheelswarf', covered 

the apparatus and the grinder. The first grinding process was that 

of the neck or boulster, on an especially hard, dry stone, followed 

by rough gr inding of the blade to form its con vexed shape. The 

blade was then smoothed and corrected on a finer, harder whitening 

stone, to remove any deviatons or marks left after rough grinding, 

and then passed on to be glazed on a small wooden wheel, tr immed 

wi th leather and emery grease. The blade would be gl ven a rough 

and fine~glazing to give it a smooth polish, and finally buffed to 

gi ve ita finished, high polish, on a wooden wheel covered wi th 

thick, soft leather, to which iron oxide or 'crocus' polish was 

applied. Balancing the wheel, dealing with the velocity and 

hazards of the stone, the dust and flying sparks, giving the blade 

a smooth surface and good cutting edge, made grinding an equally 

skilled, but more hazardous and injurious trade than forging. 

Finally, a cutler or hafter assembled and adjusted the various 

portions of the kni fe. As well as all the necessary parts of the 

knife, he needed oil, W1re, glue and basic tools: drills for 

boring, files, vices, glazes and buffs. The trade was complicated 

and di versi fied by the huge range of handle mater ials that were 



Fig.1 Grindstone for Work on Scissors, Pocket Knives and Razors. 

Source: J.B.Himsworth, p.64. 
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available, from basic wood or celluloid to lvory and mother­

of-pearl. To give a table knife a basic wooden handle, flat pieces 

of wood or 'scales' were riveted to the 'tang' (the end of the 

blade, fi t ted into the handle) by bor ing holes into the tang and 

wood, through which Wlre was passed, its stub being hammered flat 

on a small anvil or 'stiddy'. The wooden handle was then glazed and 

buffed. One of the many var iations on this process, was the 

hafting of knives in which the tang passed straight up the handle, 

and was fixed at its end. The trade of the spring knife cutler was 

considerably more complicated: the variety of styles and Slzes was 

greater and skill was required to ensure that the blades 'snapped' 

shut, that they did not rub against each other, and that they did 

not open or close too far and obscure the nail nick. 

E&ch of these processes were in themselves both skilled and 

labour intensive; collectively the number,complexity, diversity and 

expertise of the operations were enormous. In Abel Bywater's 

Sheffield Dialect of 1839, it was calculated that the making of a 

pen knife entailed 39 different processes. 37 Thus, whilst the 

handicraft nature of the trades was maintained, subdivision of 

processes was essential if quality and speed were to be assured. 

A further type of specialism was the distinction between high 

quality, expensive items, and lower quality commoner goods, a 

distinction which applied equally to the producers of the two 

di fferent classes of cutlery. The divisions between skilled and 

unskilled workmen, craftsmen and labourers, noble and ignoble 

artisans, were old and deep.38 

That production was so specialized and the goods often 

unique, that it was the craftsman with his individual skills, 

rather than major capital investment who remained the foundation of 

the industry, had a decisi ve effect on its industr ial structure, 

which in turn further accentuated the independence of the artisans 

and their belief and pride In their independent status. The 

operation by manufacturers of sel f-contained factories, where all 

workers were employed directly on the owners' products, had always 

been alien to these trades. Where a manufacturer owned the 

premises, some men would devote most of their time to his work, but 

most rented space by the week, and worked on orders from manufact­

urers allover the town, including the owner of the premlses. 
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In addi tion to these pr i vately owned works, there were the 'public 

wheels', the owners of which had nothing to do wi th the trades 
39 beyond the renting out of space and power to individual workers. 

Furthermore, scattered throughout the town and its environs, there 

were hundreds of small workshops, often in lean-to sheds, where 

outworkers worked up goods for a variety of manufacturers and 
40 

merchants. As capital requirements were so small - it takes only 

"one and fower pence to make a cutler,,41_ independent production 

was common and small master status the legi timate expectation. 

Advantages of such status were not so much financial or occupation­

al, as manual work was still necessary, and profits were small, but 

social: a small master was on the first rung of the ladder to large 

employer status, and even as a very small scale employer, he 

thereby obtained both moral and social dignity.42 The atmosphere 

of social mobility was heightened by the difficulties of making 

large fortunes before 1850, when mass-production was virtually non­

existent, entry so easy, and competi tion correspondingly severe. 

The "middle ranks" of the 1830s were described as being "nearer 

both to upper and lower. The trade here is, as it ought to be, 

republican and not oligarchic. I t is in the, town, and not in the 

hands of a few enormous capitalists.,,43 Considerable mutuality 

existed between masters and men, based on similar economIC and 

social exper iences, but also craft loyal ties and values. This 

society, already isolated from the outside world, was dominated by 

a sence of 'the craft' and 'the trade'. Few mmi]rants came in the 
44 17th and 18th centuries to broaden these inward-looking values, 

and the town remained clannish and imbued wi th the all pervasive 

culture of the independent craftsman. "The SIX townships of 

Sheffield were merely collections of hamlets which gradually merged 
45 in the course of urban growth", within which there was "an 

intense conservatism and parochialism, a distrust of 'outside' 

agencies, and a belief in self-reliance".46 

iii) Changes A ffected by the Ear ly 19th Century Increases In the 

Demand for Cutlery. 

As Sheffield's production of, and reputation for cutlery 

manufacture grew, as its raw material supplies were exploited and 

geographical isolation broken down, so it moved far in advance of 

rivals elsewhere in England. This was paralleled by the increasing 
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domination of Sheffield's economlC life by the cutlery trades. 47 

Approximately 2,000 men were employed in all the cutlery trades in 

1700, rising to 7 - 8,000 in 1800. 48 Accurate statistics which 

exist from 1821 illustrate the enormous growth in employment in the 

first part of the 19th century: 6,000 were employed in the cutlery 

trades (as narrowly defined) in 1821; by 1851, 11,000 were employ­

ed. 49 

Thus, the most marked feature of the responses of these trades 

to increased demand, was the preference for expansion of the labour 

force and the man~ipulation of the old structure and processes to 

increase producti v i ty and efficiency, instead of major technical 

changes or innovation. The use of steam power made little change 

to actual production techniques, and new machinery was accepted 
50 and adopted only reluctantly. Fundamental to these changes was 

the openlng up of the labour market affected by the legislation of 

1814 which stated that "any person may carryon or work in the 

incorporation trades though not a freeman, and may have as many 

apprentices as he likes, and for such terms as he may think 
51 proper." Al though this coincided wi th the general abolition of 

the Elizabethan Status of Arti ficers, which enforced compulsory 

apprenticeships, in Sheffield it was the culmination of a power 

struggle wi th the Cutlers' Company. Whilst the Cutlers' Company 

theoretically represented all workers, its constitution allowed for 

its officers to nominate and elect their successors, thereby 

effectively excluding the rank and file and making it increasingly 

oligarchic. The larger merchants and factors, who dominated the 

Company, allowed restrictive regulations to lapse, and finally 

abolished them, despite the protests and outrage of the associat­

ions of freemen and journeymen. Whist it is possible to see 'this 

conflict as a clash of old and new economic moralities, guild 

restrictions versus free market economics, it does not necessarily 

follow that the industry was subject to an increasingly acute 

labour/capital polarization, in which traditional values and 

understandings became irrelevant and forgotten. Although evidence 

can be found which suggests increasing capi talization, the handi­

craft processes and mentality remained influential. 

It has been said that the early 19th century saw an lncrease 

ln the number of larger, more integrated firms at the expense of 
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the small scale, rented unit,52 which 1S seen as the emblem of 

handicra ft practices and values. However, such conclusions often 

rely too heavily on the use of trade directories, which give undue 

emphasis to the 'works' of the larger manufacturers, whilst under­

estimating the unquanti fied masses of outworkers who could not 

afford a directory entry. A more fundamental criticism of this 

v iew however, lies in the tradi tiona 1 organization of the large 

firms: huge quanti ties of goods were still obtained from out­

workers, whilst many inworkers were in reality, still semi-indepen­

ent contractors. In 1844, a commentator on the cutlery trades 

stated that "there are several modes of conducting the manufacture, 

but the factory system is not one of them .... there is no large 

building, under a central authority, in which a piece of steel goes 

in one door and comes out at another converted into knives, 

scissors and razors. Near ly all the items of cutlery made at 

Sheffield travel about the town several times before they are 

finished.,,54 Thus whilst partnerships increased markedly,55and 

compan1es boasted impressive premises, 56 at root their values and 

practices remained very much as before. Firms were proud to remain 

family businesses, and often accounted for their success in such 
57 

terms; no use was made of the joint stock legislation of the 

1850s and' 60s. 58 Most manufacturers continued to live at or near 

their places of business in the city centre, implying that they 

were still of only moderate means, and still integrally, pract­

ically involved in the business. 59 Similar ly, there appears to 

have been Ii t tIe interest or participation in the International 

Exhibi tions held abroad in the 1850s and '60s, symptomatic of a 

disregard for developments abroad and changing customer require-
60 

ments. 

However, the maintainance of a system which, although rooted 

1n the subsoil of handicraft enterprise, could be manipulated to 

d . 61 t accommodate considerable capitalist growth an expans1on, was no 

simply the resul t of narrow-minded, intransigent tradi tional ism, 

but to some extent, the product of sound economIC judgement. 

Exploiting the skills of a highly, almost uniquely skilled and able 

workforce, which had already obtained a reputation for the finest 

products, the quality of which newer competitors could never match, 
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was a sensible response to the increasing foreign competi tion of 

th · . d 62 lS perlo. Manufacturers benefitted from a system according to 

which men could be directly employed, laid off as trade expanded 

and contracted, allowing them to lncrease productive capacity 

without major capit~l investment. This was particularly important 

in these trades vttere business (especially that wi th Amer ica, which 

accounted for a third of all Sheffield's production by the late 
63 . . . 64 18th century ) was subject to such wlde fluctuatlons. Moreover, 

by extending and perfecting the division of labour within the 

existing handicraft system,65 a huge range of products could be 

obtained, with the marks of individuality and quality craftsmanship, 

which had become identified with the name of 'Sheffield'. 

The end of guild restrictions and the opening up of the labour 

market entailed considerable, even insurmountable difficulties for 

manufacturers who relied on their own, and Sheffield's reputation 

for fine goods. Once the number and level of expertise of both 

apprentices and independent producers was no longer stipulated or 

enforced, inadequately trained men who were capable of only low 

quali ty work, flooded the labour market. When trade slackened, 

such poorly skilled men were the first to be laid off and, out of 

desperation, often began independent production, making the 

shoddiest goods, and often undercutting the wages and prices of 

'respectable' workers and manufacturers. 66 Individuals were out­

manoevred and undercut by factors and merchants who bought up their 

work at the lowest possible prices, 
67 manufacturers and workers. There was 

agaln undercutting other 

considerable agreement 

amongst both manufacturers and men that they were "not suffer ing 

simply from production exceeding a natural demand, an ev il which 

consequent embarrasments always correct; but from an undue product­

ion forcing a demand, at the expense of quality, to the permanent 

injury of both the manufacturers and the workforce.,,68 

For all of the workforce, their unusual status, as neither 

handicraft producer, nor simple wage earner, meant that they 

receive neither the total value of the work they produce, nor a set 

wage, but a gross sum from which numerous deductions were made for 

rent, power and wastage.
69 

Payment was according to complicated 

and only spasmodically revised piece price lists, in which payment 

and deductions for the huge variety of different patterns, Slzes 
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shapes and processes in a particular cutlery branch were enumerat-
70 

ed. Changes in wage rates were calculated in terms of percentage 

Increases or decreases on these lists. Li v ing standards declined 

consistently from a high point in 1814 to 1850, wage rates falling 

siqnificantly beyond decreases in the cost of living. 71 

Simultaneously, the format of the working day was changing: an 

overstocked labour market, low wages and forced unemployment meant 

longer hours when work was available, and an end to tradi tional 

absenteeism and holiday-making. 72 Steam grinding wheels were not 

subject to the same seasonal availability of power as water driven 

wheels, and the resultant intensification of labour, in association 

with the specialization of grinding as a full-time occupation, in 

the town, created a marked increase in the incidence of bronchial 

lung disease known as grinder's asthma.
73 

Furthermore, many 

workers were losing the trappings of the independent, educated 

artisanal status that they once held or aspired to. An increasing 

number could neither read nor write;74 children were being employ­

ed, often by their parents, from an ear ly age in the least skilled 
75 trades; cutlers were said to show apathy and disaffection towards 

religion, despite their former strong connections with local 
76 Dissenting sects; their poverty and irregularity of employment 

prevented many from depositing funds in saving banks.
77 

Such 

characterization adds weight to the portrayal of cutlers as an 

increasingly proletar ianized group, being steadily expelled from 

the economIC and social haven of skilled artisan status. However, 

for a substantial and vocal section of the workforce, traditional 

skills, values and ideals were still alive and meaningful: attacks 

on their posi tion and cra ft techniques, and the spectacle of an 

increasingly degraded workforce beneath them, made them more aware 

of their skills and status, and the need to maintain them. 

Predictably, it was these men, who were still sufficiently 

numerous, skilled and confident, who dominated working-class 

responses to the changes of this period, and ensured the character­

istically traditional framework of policies and action. 

The status divisions between workers were based on a variety 

of factors. Some commentators have based their deliniat ions on 

production processes, marking out the better paid and more skilled 

trades of forger and grinder as an elite. Such a categorization 
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would however, amount to an unacceptably large 41% of cutlers being 

classified as an elite in 1851. 78 Moreover, the expenses of 

grinders' raw mater ials, as well as occupational hazards 

and illnesses which often curtailed employment, compensated for 

their higher net earnIngs. Alternative categorizations distinguish 

between the type of product being made: razor makers were generally 

bet ter paid, better skilled and more secure than fork makers. 

However, the most convincing indication of better earnings, status 

and skill was to be found in the quality of the product being 

produced, a view evidenced by the presence of large wage different-
79 ials in all the cutlery trades. In the sprIng knife trade In 

1840, a few men earnt 40/- per week, the majority 16 - 22/-, but 

some earnt as little as 12 - 16/- per week: "In the better and 

finer articles, some may earn 30s. 
. 1 1 ,,80 Th wages are exceSSIve yow. us, 

per week, but in general the 

concern for quali ty of work, 

status, independence and guild-inspired craft exclusiveness were to 

some extent heightened by the creation of a stratum of work and 

workers from which to defend them. The continued v i tali t y and 

validity of traditional concerns IS well-illustrated by the 

pr inciples and aims of the cra ft unions in this per iod who, by 

virtue of their continued power and conviction, were a further 

barrier to the demise of those same traditions. 

There was not initially a sharp divide in these trades between 

freemen who, having served their apprenticeship, paid a fee to the 

Cutlers' Company to set up as independent contractors, and the 

skilled journey-men whom they employed: depending on trade, workers 

d 1 d · . 81 Th were often employers an emp oye In successIve years. ese 

divisions between the two types of skilled men were further 

submerged with the increased inclusiveness of the freemen's 

associations, in their opposition to the merchant-factors of the 

Cutlers' Company, and attempts to re-enforce 
. 1 t· t· 82 regulations and general tradltiona res rIC Ions. 

fluctuations and attacks on customsry rates of 

apprenticeship 

With the trade 

the late 18th 

century, disputes became quite commonplace for the first time. One 

of the earliest strikes, in 1787, centered around the efforts of 

the table knife workers to stop the new practice of thirteen items 
83 being counted as a dozen, whilst In 1801, the first of many 
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strikes was held on the graduating principle. 84 These strikes 

were met by associations of employers and prosecutions under the 

Combination Acts. 8S However, the strength of the cutlers in 

buoyant trade, the absence of signi ficant foreign competi tion and 

sufficient deskilled labour to replace the striking craftsmen, is 

evidenced by the exceptionally high price lists obtained in 1814. 

A Sheffield Mercantile and Manufacturing Union was formed in 1814 

to combat these demands, which were believed to be "immoderate 

beyond all precedent," and there followed further prosecutions 

under the combination Acts,86 and wage reductions which accompanied 

the poorer trade and general fall in the cost of living after 1814. 

The responses of the workers to their declining standard of 

living and the combinations of employers, were hesitant and 

backward looking. They were mistrustful of larger-scale combination 

and continued to favour small societies, a separate one to represent 

each of the production processes involved in the manufacture of a 

particular type of cutlery (i.e. table knife forgers, grinders, and 

hafters societies). This attitude was believ2d to reflect "that 

sturdy independence and tenacious adherance to ancient customs and 

the characteristic self-sufficiency which has always distinguished 

their members individually.,,87 Despite their frequent insolvency 
88 

and inability to enforce their demands, their parochial craft 

sectionalism made them incapable of welding their interests in any 

broader alliance for any length of time. Although 

ations did take shape, these were short lived:
88 

the 

various feder-

benefits of 

amalgamation were by no means obvious to the local unions, and were 

to remain so until the industrial militancy of 1911-13. 

The aims of these small societies were formed within the 

framework and terms of reference of the old Cutlers' Company 

regulations. They stressed restr icti ve practices, especially the 

strict application of apprenticeship rules, the importance of 

quality production and the rigorous application of trade marks, and 

the need for harmony and understanding between masters and men, 

based on these foregoing values. Respectable, upr ight behav iour 

t d .. t 90 d th was expected of ra e unlonlS s, an In many ways, ese men 
, 

shared more common values with reputable, principled manufacturers 
. t d 91 S . t· than with the unskilled members of theIr own ra es. OCle les 
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were anxlous to prevent changes which would blur the tradi tional 

distinctions between skilled and less skilled men, particularly the 

reduction of wage differentials.
92 

They regretted the demise of 

the guild based unity which had once bound together masters and 

men, and saw in this change the cause of all the problems which 

afflicted the industry. The period of the effective operation of 

the Cutlers' Company's guild restrictions were ideal ised into an 

era of familic..-r, almost brotherly harmony and tranquility: "the 

respectable manufacturers regarded their workmen almost as families 

for which they considered it their duty to prov ide, and when 

reverses in trade occurred, used to stock up goods... and most 

reluctantly relinquish their workmen to the parish fund.,,93 

The continued desire for, and feasibility of joint regulation 

of the trades is illustrated by the implementation, albeit short­

Ii ved, of two plans to this effect in the 1820s. In 1820, a 

communi ty plan was drawn up by workmen, masters and poor law 

administrators, whereby a common fund was formed to provide for 

the unemployed in the trades, in exchange for the dissolution of the 

spring knife cutlers union, the poorest society, and efforts were 

made to return to the moderate 1810 price lists. It lasted only 

four months, failing as did later attempts at such community 

regulation because 'unrespectable' small masters and factors 

continued to undercut prices. 94 A similar plan of 1828, worked out 

by the journeymen cutlers, in conjunction with the Cutlers'Company 

and manufacturers, to regularize production and take it away from 
95 

small masters and factor-masters, failed for similar reasons. 

However, guild restr iction continued to be discussed and 

considered a vaguely viable option, because of the unity of 

interest which still linked many manufacturers and men; perhaps it 

was belatedly realized by manufacturers of high quality products, 

for whom the maintenance of Sheffield's reputation was crucial to 

their own commercial prospects, that the opening up of labour 

markets had entailed consequences far beyond their control or 

initial intentions and desires. There existed a general consensus 

between the 'honourable' sections of both employers and employed, 

based on common values which were largely the result of shared past 

experiences and broadly similar economic and social expectations 
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and understandings. A link, which was to colour and permeate 

understandings In the industry into the 20th century, was drawn 

between increased, unregulated competition, involving small masters 

In particular, and the decline In wages, profits, and, most 

importantly, standards of quality, which would result in the loss 

of Sheffield's reputation as the finest quality cutlery producer .96 

-fhe spl.~ing kni fe gr-inders epitomised the3e feelings: the end of 

guild regulation allowed the entry into the trades of many "needy 

adventurers, men wi thout capi tal or standing in society, and in 

many cases without principle," which meant that "immense quantities 

of the most worthless articles are thrown on to the market, which 

gradually undermines our character, both at home and abroad.,,97 

Thus, an examination of the ear ly history of the industry 

helps to clarify the form and reasons for the subsequent tenacity 

of tradi tional concerns and understandings, by explaining their 

original foundations and functions. 

than just a whim, but an economic 

Concern with quality was more 

necessity; the handicraft 

aptitude and skills of the local community were decisive in the 

continued existence and success of the cutlery trades in Sheffield. 

Hence the pride in skill and in the excellence of production, the 

hatred of unregulated competition and unskilled labour which 

threatened this production, the percei ved need for and reliance 

upon guild restrictions, are realized to be fundamental to the 

endur ing prosper i ty of these trades in this particular location. 

This in turn, helps to explain the nature of the ties, in terms of 

both understandings and economIC compulsion, which linked high 

grade producers, masters and men; In their abhorrence of the 

unregulated competi tion 0 f the 'disreputable' factors, merchants 

and small masters, and in their belief that such production would 

ruin Sheffield's reputation and, with it their own prosperity. 
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1. P. Abercrombie, Sheffield: A Civic Survey and Suggestions 

Towards a Development Plan, London, 1924,pp.9-10. "But there is 
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the continuance of its prosperity. Its remoteness .... may also 

have contributed something." 
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Industry, 'T.H.A.S,vol.7,1951,p.1. See R.E. Leader, History of 

the Company of Cutlers in Hallamshire in the County of York, 

Vol.1, Sheffield, 1906,p.4. For example, it is said that 

Sheffield cutlers were responsible for the manufacture of the 

arrows that helped to win the battles of Crecy and Agincourt. 

4. A. McPhee, 'The growth of the Cutlery and Allied Trades to 

1814,' typed transcript in S.C.L.,1939,p.9. No cutlers were 

enumerated ln the 1379 Poll Tax statistics, suggesting that 

they were very poor or primarily farmers. 

5. Ibid, pp.10-12. Cutlers were present ln London, Ipswich, 

Swansea and Ashbourne. 

6. P. Abercombie, Sheffield: A Civic Survey, p.7. 
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7. G. I . H. Lloyd, The Cutlery Trades: An Histor ical Essay In the 

Economics of Small-Scale Production, London, 1913, p. 67. G. G. 

Hopkinson, 'The Charcoal Industry in the Sheffield Region 1500-

1 77 5 ' , T. 11 . 1' .• S . vol . 8 , 1 96 3 ; R . A . Mot t , ' The Wa t e r mill s 0 f 

Beauchief Abbey', T.H.A.S., vol.9,1969. 
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10. K.C. Barraclough, 'The Origins of the British Steel Industry', 

Sheffield City Museums Information Sheet No.7,pp.3-6. Chests 

made from refractory material were filled with high quality 

iron ore and charcoal, sealed, and heated in a coal furnace for 
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cool for eight days. The process was thus a long one, a 

furnace only completing eighteen to twenty conversions per 

year. 

11. K.C.Barraclough, 'The Origins of the British Steel Industry', 

p.6. The following costs were estimated for steel In 1842: 

type of steel cost of production selling prIce 
_______________ ._-.e~ __ ton .. __ per t.on ----4 

single shear steel bar 

double shear steel bar 

triple shear steel bar 

£31 12 0 £48 - 10 - 0 

£39 9 0 £55 - 0 - 0 

£46 o o £62 - 0 - 0 

The cost of the steel IS also eviden~ed by the attempts of the 

Cutlers' Company to run their furnace to produce cheaper steel 

1859-1884. K.C. Barraclough, St8clm8king Before Bessemer,vol.1, 

London,1984, p.31. 

12. K. C. Barraclough, 'Crucible Steel Manufacture', Sheffield Ci ty 

Museums Information Sheet, No.8. Blister steel was heated In 

crucible pots, along with other requirements, (depending on 

customers specifications) such as manganese, until the contents 

mel ted. I t was then cast into ingots and forged. In 1842, the 

cost of onf' ton of forged bar crucible steel was estimated at 
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13. K. C. Barraclough, ' Crucible Steel Manufacture' , p. 2; K . C. 

Barraclough, 'The Origins of the British Steel Industry', p.3; 
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"The wise men of Sheffield obstinately refused to Use Huntsman's 

steel. They complained that it was much harder than anything to 

which they had been accustomed. But Huntsman found the French 

more appreciative, and the superior i ty the foreigners began to 
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adopt cast steel." Benjamin Huntsman Ltd., A Brief History of 

the Firm of Benjamin Huntsman Ltd. 1742-1930, Sheffield,1930. 

14. J.G. Timmins, 'The Commercial Development of the Sheffield 

Crucible Steel Industry', M.A.Thesis, Sheffield University, 
1976,pp.5-9. 

15. Ibid.p.30. Of ten steel making concerns operating in 1787, SIX 

had previously made steel wares, whilst half of the Attercliffe 
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metal industries. 

1 6. I bid . p . 1 8 5; W. M. F lin nan d A. B i r c h , "T h e Eng lis h S tee I I n d u s try,' 

p.175. 

17. A. McPhee, 'fhe Growth of the Cutlery and Allied Trades', p.14. 

"The lack of small, swift streams doubtless explains the decline 

of the old cutlery centres of London, York, Beverley, Doncaster, 

Chester and Gloucester, just as their presence explains the 

growth of Sheffield after 1500". R.Hawkins, 'The Distribution of 

Water Powered Sites in Sheffield', Sheffield City Museums 

Information Sheet No.4. 

Sources of Power of Sheffield Cutlery Grinding Wheels 

number of v.12ter number of steam 
powered wheels powered wheels 

1-j70 133 -

1794 83 3 

1841 40 50 

1857 16* 80 

1865 32 132 

(*probably an underestImate, omIttIng 

Pollard, History,p.53; Lloyd,pp.443-4. 

the smaller wheels) 

18. See Chapter 2. 
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19. D.Hey, The Rural Metalworkers of the Sheffield Region,Leicester, 

1972, p .15. "The tradi tional skills and capital that had been 

invested, no doubt far outweighed the disadvantages of importing 

foreign ore along such a bad system of communications, but were 

the local crafts so well founded because the social structure of 

the reglon was particular ly well adapted to a system which 

allowed industry to be carr ied on alongside agr icul ture?" See 

also pp. 7 -9,60, small scale farming, in conjunction with the 

manufacture of cutlery, was still common in Sheffield's outlying 

villages ln 1914. D.Smith, The Cutlery Industry 1n the 

Stannington Area, Sheffield, 1977, p.30. 

20. C. H. Desch, 'The Steel Industry of South Yorkshire: A Regional 

Study', Sociological Review, 1922, p. 135. See also R. N. R. Brown, 
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21. A .McPhee,' The Growth of the Cutlery and Allied Trades', p .15; 

P. C. Gar lick, 'The Sheffield Cutlery and Allied Trades and their 

Markets in the 18th and 19th Centur ies " M. A. Thesis, Sheffield 

University,1951,pp.85-6. 

22. A canal was built as far as Tinsley in 1732, but this was not 

extended the three miles to the centre of the town until 1819. 

For details see T.S.Willan, The Early History of the Don 

Nav igation, Manchester, 1965; A. W. Goodfellow, ' She ffield' s , 
Waterways to the Sea, T .H.A.S, vol.5,1943,pp.246-54; G.G. 

Hopkinson, 'The Development of Inland Navigation in S.Yorkshire 

and N.Derbyshire 1697-1850', T.H.A.S, vol.7,1954,pp.229-251. 

23. P.C.Garlick, 'The Sheffield Cutlery Trades', p.86. Broadbents, 

Kenyons and Roebucks vie for the title of first direct exporter. 

24. For details see H.Smith, 'Sheffield: Road Travel and Transport 

Before the Railway Age', Sheffield City Libraries Local Studies 

Leaflet. The first turnpike trust in the region was opened in 

1756 and by 1760, there were regular passenger coaches between 

Sheffield and London. By 1787 coaches also left daily for 

Birmingham, Leeds and Carlisle. That facilities for the regular 

dispatchment of goods were available 1S illustrated by the 

operation ln Sheffield ln 1821 of 16 carriers and 36 coach 

operators. 

25. H.W.Hart, 'A Brief Survey of the Events Leading up to the 
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Opening of the Sheffield and Rotherham Railway, 31 st October 

1838', T.H.A.S.,vol.9,p.271. 

Comparative Costs of Modes of Transport from Sheffield to 

Manchester In the 1830s. (Nature of the commodity not stated) 

Mode 

canal 

road 

rail 

-~-.----- ~ ---~-...,.--------- -"- ----~-------~------

Time Taken Price in Shillings per Ton 
---------1-

8 days 

2 days 

4 hours 

28 

34 

20 
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in Stannington, p.19; M.Hemmingfield and B.Woodriff, Forkmaking 

and Farming at Shiregreen, North Sheffield in the County of 

Yorkshire, Kingston, 1980. 

28. R.E.Leader, Cutlers Company, vol. I,pp.3-10. 

29. Ibid., vol.IIp.11. A 1662 bye-law of the Cutlers' Company stated 

this explici tly, for example, "No user of the trade, mystery or 

occupation of a cutler for the making of knives shall henceforth 

use the trade of making or grinding SClssors, sickles or 

scythes." 

30. Ibid., vol.II,p.9. A 1625 bye-law of the Cutlers'Company stated 

that "No person to make knives etc. except he put Steel into the 

Edges of them, upon pain of 1 Os. for every offence, and the 

wares so deceitfully made to be seized and recovered by the 

Master and Wardens." Ibid.,p.8, "No gold of silver to be put on 

the blades, bolsters or hafts of any knives, except such as be 

worth or sold for five shillings the dozen, on pain of 20s~ 

31. Ibid., vol.II,p.60. 

32. A.McPhee, 'The Growth of the Cutlery and Allied Trades', pp.28-

29; Lloyd, pp.177-8. 

33. K.Marx, Capital, vol.I, London,1982,(Penguin) p.457. 

34. F or the basic and low value nature of the tools required for 

cutlery production, see the inventory I isted in D. J. Smi th, The 

Cutlery Industry In Stannington, p. 18 . See K.Marx, 

Capital,Vol.I,pp.457-8, "Whether complex or simple, each 

operation has to be done by hand, retains the character of a 

handicraft, and is therefore dependent on the strength ~ skill, 

quickness and sureness with which the individual worker manipul-
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ates his tools". 

35. F or further details on production processes see, P. Smi thhurst, 

The Cutlery Industry, Aylesbury,1987; Lloyd,pp.37-57; C.A.Turner, 

A Sheffield Heritage: An Anthology of the Photograph and Words 

of the Cutlery Cra ftsmen, Sheffield, 1978; J. B. Himsworth, The 

Story of Cutlery: From F lint to Stainless Steel, London, 1953, 

pp.100-2,125-30; J.G.Jenkins, The Craft Industries, London,1972, 

p. 94; The Penny Magazine Supplement, vol. I I , April 1844, P .166; 

B.Kingsley, A Treatise on Razors, London, 1820. 

36. The Penny Magazine Supplement, p.666, cited the following 

temperature and colour guidelines which were used by cutlers: 

Degrees Fahrenheit 

430 

450 

470 

490 

510 

530 

555 

560 

600 

Colour of Metal 

slight yellow] 

pale yellow 

yellow] 
brown 

brown with purple spots 

purple 

bright blue 

blue J 
blackish blue 

Item of Cutlery 

razors 

pen knives 

table knives 
pocket knives 

scissors 

springs 

37. Abel Bywater,The Sheffield Dialect, 1839, Sheffield, pp.33-

4. His account of "i vvera thing ats dun to a pen kni fe throot 

furst tot last", proceeded as follows: 

Wa then o'st begin wit blade makker furst: 

1st. He mood'st blade. 

2nd. Then he tangs it. 

3rd. Then he smithies it. 

4 th . Then he hardens an tempers it, an he's dun we' t. Wa then 

heast spring makker: 

1st. He moods it. 
2nd. Then he draws tuther end aht an turns it, an's just as 

menna he'ats fort scale; wa then't blade gooas tot wheel tubbe 

grun an sich loik. 
1st. Nah, thah knots, we alis groind tang furst, fort mark to be 

struckn, but ivverra bodda dus'nt. 
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2nd Then groint blade. 

3rd. If its a rahnd ended knoife, tangs is glazed and pollisht. 

4th. Then they'r choil'd if they'r not fetheredged ans. 

5th. Then they'r grun uppat droi stooan. 

6th. Swages is glazed, and backs, if they'r tubbe pollisht. 

7th. Wa then they'r lapt. 

8th. An then pollisht, an then he's dun we't. 

Then heast Cutlers wark al bit warst, bur 0 think 0 can 

mannidge. 

1st. He sets scales tot plate. 

2nd. Bores t'scales. 

3rd. Foiles and fits em. 

4th. Nocks em aht an marks spr1ngs. 

5th. Rahnds springs, an hardens and tempers em. 

6th. Then he rasps an sets his cuverin. 

7th. Then he matches an pins em on. 

8th. Tacks em dahn an dresses t'edges. 

9th. Nocks em aht an scrapes t'edges at 1ron scales. 

10th. Puts spr1ngs intot hefts. 

11th. Squar'st blades an dresses em. 

12th. Nails em in joints an sets em. 

13th. If they'r stag they want heftin. 

14th. (Missed out). 

15th. Foils't bowsters. 

16th. Ruff buffs t'hefts. 

17th. Ruff glazes't bowsters. 

18th. Then W01pS sand off. 

19th. Foin buffs em we oil and rottenstone 

20th. Foin glazest bowsters. 

21st. Then glosses em off an they'r finsht, arnt they Jooa? 

Jooa: 'Nou lad, not sooa, thahs mist two things. Thah' 1 loise 

(wager) if ta dusnt moind'. 

Jooa Crocus: 'Wa 0 can think 0 nowt else. Wot have a mist, eh?' 

Jooa: Dusn't thah know at after't springs 1S hardened an 

temper'd, they'r glaz'd an burnisht; an at after he matches an 

pins em on, he nips em an bores' t thick horn hoils, an puts 



26 

points in?' 

Jooa Crocus: 'Wa mun 0 did'nt owt to loise for that bit; bur, 0 

avver, let's just reckon hah menny toimes won part or anuther on 

em gooas throo us hands.' 

Jooa: 'Wa then, we'll begin wit blade makker, furst: 

Blade makker toimes 4 

Scale and Spring Makker toimes 4 

Groinder 

Cutlers or Setters ln 

toimes 8 

toimes 23 

total 
39 

besoids a menna mooar little jobs, stitch as wettin an woipin etc. 

38. R.E.Leader, The Cutlers'Company, vol.II,p.7. The distinction was 

being made as early as 1624. 

39. S. Pollard, History, p. 56. In 1824, the Soho grinding wheel, a 

public wheel in the centre of Sheffield, was rented out to 

several gr inders who occupied between ! and 4 troughs, pay lng 

for them by the week. 

40. This structure had changed remarkably little by 1914. See 

chapter 4 for details. 

41. B.R.Dyson (ed.\ .A Glossary of Words and Dialect Formerly Used ln 
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42. R. E .leader, Sheffield in the Eighteenth Century, p .14. "But he 
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accrulng therefrom lay all the di fference. The employed might 

mean only a man and a boy; a striker and an apprentice; but the 

cutler was his own master: a freeman in truth. And that achieved, 

nothing but a few years of patient saving stood between him and 

the office of master of the Cutlers' Company." 

43. John Parker, A Statement of the Population etc. etc. of the Town 

of Sheffield, Sheffield, 1830, p.18; G.C.Holland, Vital 

Statistics of Sheffield, London, 1843,p.62,p.68; G.C.Holland, 

Inquiry into the Conditions of the Cutlery Manufacture, Sheffield, 

1842,p.10. 

44. E.J.Buckatzsch, 'Places of origin of a group of Immigrants into 

Sheffield 1624-1799', Economic History Review,Vol.II,p.50. 2/3 

of immigrants came from places less than 20 miles from Sheffield, 
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Company; see A .McPhee, 'The Growth of the Cutlery and Allied 

Trades', pp.23-27. 

48. P.C.Garlick, 'The Sheffield Cutlery Trades',pp.16-17. 

49. Lloyd, pp.158,445-6. 

Trade 

Table knife forgers & strikers 
hafters ' 
grinders 
total 

Spring knife blade forgers 
hafters 
grinders 

spring forgers 
total 

Razor forgers & strikers 
hafters 
grinders 
total 

Scissor forgers 
filers 
dressers 
grinders 
finishers 
total 

Fork forgers 
grinders 
total 

TOTAL 

No. employed 
in 1824 

400 
1 ,000 

450 
1,940 

240 
1 ,470 

360 
120 

2,190 
80 

120 
250 
450 
147 
196 
110 
238 
115 
806 
280 
200 
480 

5,866 

No employed Percentage 
in 1851 increase 

3,750 48 

4,000 45 

800 44 

1,200 33 

26 

44 

650 

J_~0'400 
----_. 
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Fourth Report of Children's Employment Commision, case 20)(p.46). 
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Index of Piece Rates 1810-1851. 

Trade I 1810 1817-18 1831 1833 1835-6 1842 1851~ 
sprlng knife 100 80 75 55 63-78 38 100 

'I 

table knife 100 75-100 60 75 30-40 ! 
I 
I 

i fork 100 

I 
65 63 40 j 

I 
i , 

I 
I I 100 80 90 50 : razors I ! 

I 
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CHAPTER 2 RAW MATERIALS, MECHANIZATION AND NEW INVENTIONS. 

In the period under consideration, the Sheffield cutlery 

trades experienced few marked or rapid advances towards mechanized 

production, nor were there many widely adopted departures in the 

application of new raw mater ials, or In product design. The 

industry as a whole remained committed to the traditional principles 

and practice of high quality production which embodied the use of 

the best possible raw materials and the manual expertise of 

craftsmen. Even when new techniques were adopted, it was generally 

with reluctance and a vague sense of shame that Sheffield's 

valuable and hard won reputation for the finest cutlery was being 

sacrificed. Her trading reputation, associated with high quality, 

durable, specialised cutlery, was treated as sacrosanct by many 

manufacturers and men. Mechanization was associated wi th poor 

quality raw materials and even fraudulent trade marking practices; 

most manufacturers would have gladly abandoned the production of 

common cutlery by mechanized processes to foreign competi tors or 
) 

lesser producers in Sheffield, if the market would have allowed 

such a policy. The recurring conclusion was that Sheffield should 

exploit, as far as was possible, those assets which her competitors 

could not attain or imitate: an exceptionally skilled workforce, an 

ablilty to produce a huge diversity of specialized designs, and a 

trading name and reputation unequalled by any competi tor in both 

cutlery, or its major constituent, steel. 

The failure of the British manufacturer to appreciate the 

value of new technology and to install new machinery apace with his 

German and American competitors has been interpreted as important 

ev idence in arguments which ci te 'entrepreneur ial failure' as the 

major reason for the perceived loss of vitality In and even 

retardation of the British economy after 1870. Moreover, entrepre­

neurial inertia was believed to be the result of conditions 

seemingly epi tomised in Shefield: the drag of an 'ear ly start', 

complacency, and the general unresponsiveness of British society to 

change - "the force of tradition dies hard with the British people 

and this more than anything else seems to have influenced the 
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outlook and actions of British industrialists and their employees. 

So long as it was possible to make an honest penny, British 

entrepreneurs were content to jog along In the same old way, using 

the techniques and methods which their ancestors had introduced." 1 

However, whilst traditional considerations were undoubtedly 

important in shaping at ti tudes and policy in these trades, it is 

possible to demonstrate that these principles were frequently the 

resul t of careful reflection on market conditions and moreover, 

were quite rational economic choices, based on the recognition of 

the value of abundant cheap skilled labour, and a worldwide 

commercial reputation. Production had been founded on these 

pr inciples for centur ies, and was not, therefore, even if it had 

wanted to change, free to develop along the lines of its newer 

foreign competitors. Even if the skilled workforce and specialised 

production had been scra4Bd, Sheffield would have been forced to 

compete on equal terms and in the same markets as foreign compet­

i tors, whereas quali ty, craft production set Sheffield apart from 

her competitors. Moreover, it is possible to show that Sheffield's 

manufacturers did adopt new technology, but cautiously and when it 

suited their evaluation of their position and market conditions. 

1870-1889 

i) Mechanization and Product Design 

The first part of this period was notable for the absence of 

any significant application of mechanized production techniques to 

these trades. Al though steam power had concentrated production 

into factories in the city centre,2 it had little immediate impact 

on the actual processes of production - even in 1893 no operation 

was completely mechanized. 3 Although machines were available and 

widely used in Germany and America,4 their employment in Sheffield 

was generally both delayed and halting; even the transition to the 

steam hammer, debatably the real revolution facili tated by steam 
5 power, was a slow process. The stamping of table knife blades out 

of specially prepared sheets of steel, whilst it was introduced In 
6 . 7 

1858, did not come into common usage untIl the 1880s. Machine 
. 8 

forging processes were developed for steel forks and spring knIves, 

but the method of 'flying'scissor blades from sheet steel, although 
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demonstrated in Sheffield by a French inventor In 

become firmly established until 1892.
9 

Grinding 

1862, did not 

and 

processes underwent even less mechanization than forging. 10 
hafting 

Machine gr inding was introduced in the 1850s and was continually 

improved by Sheffield manufacturers and inventors, until by the mid-

1880s, reasonable quality blades could be produced at great speed. 11 

In the hafting processes, machinery was applied to the tedious 

process of filing bolsters, whilst power driven borers were four 

times faster and involved the application of much less force than 

h d b . 12 
an orlng. 

Neither manufacturers nor workmen were particularly worried or 

abashed by the lack of mechanical advance in their industry; infact 

power driven production was firmly associated with poor quality raw 

mater ials, low ablili t y workmen, and dishonourable firms who, in 

producing shoddy goods, were sacrificing Sheffield's communal 

reputation to serve their own ends. The old and reputable houses 

continued to boast their reliance on traditional production 

techniques and associated with them, high grade raw materials and 

skilled workmen. Firms were anxious to state (and frequently 

overstate) their use of "the latest improved j machinery and appli­

ances",13 which allowed them tG conduct all operations on the most 

advanced lines, but they were ever more eager to stress that this 

was In conjunction with the employment of many craftsmen who 

perfected the finish of their cutlery. 

Whilst this reliance on traditional values and practices may 

have been partly the result of inertia and even the dogmatic 

confidence of the Sheffield industry, it seems that such assurance 

had a sound rational basis, and that the industry had a fair 

understanding 0 fits posi tion. The ci ty was fully aware of the 

mechanical advances being made in Germany and America and of the 

common, standardized goods that were being produced In ever 

expanding quantities. In these circumstances, it was arguably more 

rational for Sheffield to rely upon and to loudly expound the 

virtues of its historically and industrially unique attributes: the 

generations of exceptionally skilled craftsmen and the production 

of some of the best steel In the world. Fine steel and fine 



36 

craftsmen were both cheaper and more widely available here than 

anywhere else, enabling an enormous and 

quali t Y 'one 0 ff' goods to be produced to a 

diverse range of 

high standard and 

As c. K. Hartley 

top 

more 

has cheaply than anywhere else in the world. 
14 

argued, Br i tish neglect of new machinery techniques were often 

less associated wi th entrepreneurial apathy or failure, as wi th the 

abundance, cheapness, discipline and ability of skilled Br i tish 

workmen. Labour-saving machinery, when adopted abroad, was 

normally to compensate for a lack of skilled labour, and necessar­

ily resulted in the production of more standardized mass-produced 

goods. 

Furthermore, the best and most expensive cutlery still had an 

appearance significantly different from that of cheaper varieties, 

and whilst ever snobbery and prestige dictated a desire for the 
15 best goods, there would always be a market for the best cutlery. 

To a considerable extent the market made important demands of 

manufacturers, who were not free to change their modes of product­

ion entirely at their own will. Roseberg found that "Across the 

whole range of commodities, we find evidence that British consumers 

imposed their tastes on the producer which !3eriously constrained 

him with respect to the exploitation of machine technology. 

English observers often noted with some astonishment that American 

products were designed to accommodate not the consumer but the 

machine~16 High quality products had become almost synonymous with 

the trade mark 'Sheffield' and these were the type of goods which 

most consumers had come to expect from the city. 

This being the case, it seems that the Sheffield industry 

applied itsel f to the communication of its special assets to as 

wide an audience as possible, whilst also stressing the inability 

of competitors to match or imitate these advantages. The skill of 

the Sheffield cutler was often treated as if it had an imbred, 

almost mystical quality. One manufacturer contrasted a Sheffield 

craftman's ability to "feel" a blade, with the workings of the 

machines he had observed in America: By 'fingering' his blade, the 

Sheffield grinder "effects all those dainty touches and delicate 

gradations which no machine, nor no man uSIng a ~2chine can 

impart".17 Ruskin too, had a similar respectful admiration for the 
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Sheffield cutlers and the pride they took In their work: "Upon the 

maintenance of this pride, the maintenance of Sheffield's supremacy 

in the manufacture of cutlery largely depends. The best knives 

are, and always will be, made by hand, and the qualities which are 

necessary to this system are In Sheffield's hereditary. In 

dexterity of handling, rapidity of execution, perception of results 

and honest zeal, the Hallamshire forger and grinder are unapproach-

ed " .18 Such t f 'h d' t 't 1 a respec or ere l ary a ent was In marked 

contrast to attitudes In the American cutlery industry, where 

Sheffield craftsmen were felt to be too proud and concei ted. In 

America "the honour which he expects to receive belongs only to 

these who can make the machinery to do the work which before 
19 

devoured the men". 

Until the 1890s at least, machinery was simply incapable of 

producing the quality of cutlery that most Sheffield manufacturers 

wanted to sell. However, they were willing to consider and apply 

new technology when it could be incorporated into their conception 

of how the industry should progress. Many manufacturers would 

freely use machines for "drilling, boring and other operations in 

which its uniformity and exactness made it superior to hand labour, 

but have far too much regard for the quality and reputation of 

their best goods to substi tute machine work In departments where 

the highest excellence can only be at tained by the employment of 
20 

the intelligent use of hand labour". 

Furthermore, many machines were still at an ear ly stage of 

development and were quite incapable of producing goods of a fine 

finish, as well as entailing such negati ve side effects as, for 

example, the creation of an excessive amount of dust.
21 

It has 

often been suggested that the 

machinery made it more sensible 

various problems with prototype 

for individual firms to delay 

. d t 22 Th purchase until the various 'bugs' had been lrone ou. e 

experiences of the Sheffield trades were with the production of 

small quanti ties of goods of a speci fic nature, often to the 

customer's order, which made the transi tion to mass production 

techniques and the loss of the ability to make minute speci fi-

cations, a difficult and painful process. 

As so often happened, a compromlse solution was developed, 
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whereby machines were used, but they were usually the inventions of 

the individual manufacturers, operated on their premises alone, and 

designed wi th highly detailed speci fications and hence a limi ted 

usage. The range of patterns and designs that most manufacturers 

continued to insist upon, and their rigorous indi v iduali t y and 

secrecy as producers, provided insufficient stimulus for engineers 

to design or manufacture machines, the demand for which would be 

too small to justify the cost of development. 23 Firms at the time 24 

and even present-day commentators stress that the fine adjustments 

and perfect finish required of the best cutlery can only be given 

by hand: "I f scissors are cut .... along the whole length of the 

blade, the final adjustment 1n their assembly needs a skilled 

putter together. Folding knives will only'walk and talk' that 1S 

the blades will only open easily and spring back into the centre of 

the knife with a click, if a cutler has seated each blade. Materials 

such as mother-of -pear 1 and 1 vory are not sui table for machine 

methods. The higher quality wares are likely to remain craftsmen's 

productions".25 
(l.~.;.r 

The expense of Bessemer and crucible Sft-eSI' steel, and of 

natural hafting materials, made them as yet unsuitable for manipul­

ation by machinery, and consequently a firm association developed 

in the minds of many 'respectable' manufacturers and men, that 

mechanization was synonymous wi th poor quality goods, and even 

false marking and the betrayal of trading reputations. The clear 

association between these factors is illustrated by a descr iption 

given by a trade unionist in 1886,of the table and butchers' knife 

trade, where there were four recognized systems of producing the 

blades: IIFirstly by hand, which 1S the system adopted by all 

respectable firms for their best goods, and in many instances the 

commoner quali ties; secondly forging by machine, commonly called 

"goffing"; thirdly, flying or stamping out of common Bessemer 

sheet steel, and fourthly the system of producing the blades from 

common pig iron" .26 The trade unionists in particular, felt that 

the whole concept of mechanization and its necessary consequences 

were a contradiction and subversion of all the values and techniques 

on which Sheffield's past and future prosperity were believed to be 
27 

based. 
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Trade union opposi tion to new technology was intense and 

reasonably successful, albei t not the decisi ve force in the non­

implementation of new machinery that manufacturers often stated it 

to be. Although the power of the unions had been a strong influence 
28 

In the 1840s, 50s and 60s, by the 1870s, trade union policy was 

little more than a supplementary reason, and arguably an excuse 

used by already unconv inced manufacturers, for the avoidance of 

machinery. The scornful contempt with which craftsmen treated the 

new inventions is illustrated in the names by which they referred 

to them: the new power glazers were called "werelegig polishers" 

whilst a "gobbed on" bolster referred to a 

soldered on, instead of being forged in its 
Whilst opposition was phrased in terms 

bolster which had been 

t · t 29 en Ire y. 
of concerns for quality 

and the maintenance of a trading reputation, these often disguised 

far more sel f -interested considerations. In strictly practical 

terms, mechanization "had the same effect as it had in most towns; 

it has tended to reduce wages, and has reduced wages, and always 

will" . 30 This was particular ly the case when manufacturers claimed 

that the cheaper production was new to them, and thus a market had 

to be 'forced' for it, which obliged the pay~ent and acceptance of 
31 lower wage rates. 

Wages were also reduced, as was the craftsman's status, by the 

subdivision of labour and deskilling which many realized to be the 

lI1avoidable consequence of mechanization. The creation of an 

unskilled and deskilled labour force was, in turn, seen as the 

starting point of sweating and excessive competition at the cheap 

end of the market. 32 

At a more abstract level, machinery, with its 'scientific' 

approach, contrasted sharply with the craftsman's traditional and 

almost folklorish understanding of his trade. The craft was passed 

from generation to generation; precise judgements by hand and eye 

took time and aptitude to perform to perfection. But mechanization 

struck heavy blows to the whole mystique of the craft, and on a 

practical level, often invol ved the curtailment of the workers' 

traditional discretionary powers, as production skills were taken 

out of their hands and placed with technicians. Only recently it 

was stated of cutlers that "As craftsmen, they have a great belief 
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In the value of practical exper ience as a way of acqtJ'lr Ing a 

knowledge of one's medium and a corresponding disbelief in the 

power of some young fellow in a lab to sit down and without any 

'know how' of the craft, work out answers to problems from abstract 

principles - principles which they, Ii fe-long craftsmen, cannot 
33 

understand" . As has been indicated, many manufacturers were at 

this stage prepared to acknowledge and to continue to use these 

skills instead of replacing them, often inadequately, by machines. 

However, perhaps as a result of the exalted position given to 

hand labour by most trade unionists, there was only a very slow 

realization that hand labour could be subdivided, degraded and 

sweated just as easily, if not more easily than under the impact of 

labour saving machinery. The sweating of hand labour infact became 

more intense as it came increasingly into competi tion wi th cheap 

mechanized production at the bottom end of the market. The very 

ease wi th which the cutlery trades could be made more productive 

through further subdi v isions of labour and subcontracting, thus 

guaranteeing a continued diversity of patterns and styles, without 

the expense of the purchase of machinery and expansion of premises, 

was a major reason why manufacturers found themselves able to 
34 compete effectively without large-scale mechanization for so long. 

Further evidence of the awareness of Sheffield's cutlery 

manufacturers, and of their appreciation of market conditions, lie 

in the numerous instances of their willingness to implement new 

technology as and when they considered it to be prudent. Our ing 

the bi t ter and protracted str ike in the scissors trade in 1876, 

substantial steps were taken towards mechanization In order to 

t ' f th ' 35 d counteract the restrictive prac Ices 0 e unIons, an In 1886 

it was stated that the depression "has stimulated invention in 

labour saving appliances", and "has enabled us to keep up the gross 

volume of our trade .... the introduction of machinery has largely 
36 

increased the productive power of some of our staple trades". 

Moreover, whilst few old-fashioned, prestigious firms would 

h h ' 37 th" d admit to the employment of muc mac lnery even In IS perlo, 

there were some newer firms which were much more ready to exploit 

the new technology. James Orabble and Co. were using machinery in 

all their production processes by 1862, although they were the only 

firm to do so in Sheffield at that time.
38 

By 1889 Staniforth's 
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output of machine forged table blades had reached 7000 to 8000 

dozen per week and demand for them was so great that more new 

machinery was installed.
39 

Another such firm was John McClory and 

Sons, who by 1888 were freely admitting to the production of cheap, 

but decent and attractively finished goods, and even chastised the 
" elitism of the old-established houses: A few years ago, partly 

owing to the apathy of the older firms, who in a great measure 

confined themselves to the manufacture of the more expensive 

classes of cutlery, the enormous trade in cheap and middle class 
. "40 goods seemed likely to fall into the hands of German rIvals. 

However, it seems that these firms who ventured into the world 

of machine-made cutlery were more recently established than the 
41 

well-known 'giants' like Rodgers and Wostenholms, anc were 

presumably more capable of coming to terms wi th lower quali ty 

production as they did not have the reputation and associated 

trading responsibilities of the older established houses. It 

appears that for many of the older firms, there was a great loss 

of prestige and status, almost a betrayal of their ancestral 

reputation, invol ved in producing and marketing common goods. As 

late as 1946 the Working Party Report on Cutlery still felt obliged 

to stress that it was quite possible to market lower quali ty 
42 cutlery "without loss of prestige and self-respect". 

Concerns with quality, and the realization and exploitation of 

the value of Sheffield's trade mark and skilled craftsmen, were 

similar ly all-pervasive in at ti tudes towards product design and 

development. Considerable time and emphasis were placed on the 

design of additional features, or improvements to existing products, 

if these developments would enhance the quality, uniqueness or 

usefulness of the original product. Very rarely however, did these 

developments lead to the creation of a totally new form of product 

or design. From the mid-1850s, there was little change in the 
43 length and design of cutlery, and product development concentrated 

on minor adaptations, which overall, markedly improved the capabil­

ities, operation and quality of the goods, but did not alter their 

basic form.
4n 

Typical developments included a rotary penknife which 

kept its blades from the dust, 45 a blade for a sportsman's kni fe 
46 which could take virtually any attachment; a method of fixing 

table kni fe blades to their ivory handles which prevented any 

U,.. ll\,': ~-' . 
• •• I • '-, ,-

I I rnA r· ''; 
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. 47 tl k d' tt t· b 48 d unscrewlng; case cu ery pac age ln a rac lve oxes, an fork 
49 guards. Such designs were eager ly patented by the inventing 

firm, and were considered to be a further sign of the firm's 

reputation for, and interest ln quality preclslon workmanship.50 

More substantial alterations of design, which involved 

considerable shi fts from traditional ways of producing or under­

standing a product, were undertaken with far more reluctance. In 

the same way that new machinery was often delayed, there usually 

ensued a long delay between the patenting of a new product and its 

commercial manufacture in Sheffield. There was no lack of inventive 

talent or foresight amongst so many skilled and dextrous craftsmen 

and practically minded manufacturers, but there appears to have 

been a reluctance and even inabi Ii ty to put ideas into practice. 

The hollow-ground razor for example, which became an extremely 

popular speciali ty of the cutlery producers of Hamburg was not 

manufactured in large quantities in Sheffield until the late 1870s, 

although it was patented by a Sheffielder in 1828,51 and advertised 

by a local firm in the I r is in 1842.
52 

By the time production in 

Sheffield was attempted on a large-scale, it was a difficult 

struggle to win back sales from Hamburg, which had now acquired a 

reputation for the best hollow-ground razor - and a reputation was 

a crucial factor in the high-class cutlery trades. 

These delays and failures to keep ahead were commonly blamed 

on the resistance of the men, who were accused of opposition to all 

innovations. Their usual form of resistance was to demand what 

manufacturers claimed were excessive prlces for work on new 

products, and to charge 'extras' at exorbitant rates, both of which 

were completely out of proportion with the amount of work done. 

Manufacturers complained that even if the new pattern involved less 

work for the men, who should therefore be paid less, the men always 

demanded a higher price on principle. "The effect of this policy is 

not only to prevent the development of the trade, but to severely 

cripple it,;53 claimed a table knife manufacturer, who had "several 

new patterns by me, which I am confident would take well, if my men 

would only charge for them in proportion to the work that is in 

them, and so let me sell them at a reasonable figure; but they 

refuse to do so, and they remain ln my drawer, and we go on turning 
54 out the old patterns". 
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I t is clear that workers did demand high pr Ices for new products, 

when they were able to 

diminished as the period 

that the unIons, even 

enforce their demands, 
55 

progressed. However, 

In this ear 1 ier per iod 

but this ability 

it seems unlikely 

of comparatively 

greater strength, would have been capable of single handedly 

holding back developments if the manufacturers had been committed 

to their implementation. The men themselves were frequently the 

designers of new products and patterns, and claimed that being the 

inventor, they were the most competent judges of the amount of work 

and therefore payment involved in a new design.
56 

The unions 

believed that new patterns were being used as a method of bringing 

down the pr ice 0 f labour; they would not be resisted if they 

. d d f· 57 C ft lIlt t t provi e a air wage. ra smen were genera y re uc an 0 

abandon their hard won skills for the new techniques which new 

products often involved. 58 They were accustomed to the old work, 

often the owners of all the necessary tools, and were reluctant to 

recommence the labor ious process of learning di fferent techniques 

in which, because of their advancing age, they believed it to be 
59 

impossible to attain such high expertise and therefore wages. As 

few old hands would learn new techniques, there were fewer crafts­

men available to teach the new skills to the next generation. 

However, manufacturers also seemed to be qui te content to 

di versi fy along tr ied and tested lines, adding further variations 

to the already bewildering range of available patterns. By the 

late 19th century, the number of patterns and designs in all shapes 

and sizes was qui te astonishing and advanced Sheffield's re-

putation as a producer of small, detailed orders of precise almost 
60 customer-made quality cutlery. 

ii) Raw Materials 

Attitudes towards the choice of raw materials illustrate a 

similar preoccupation with the production of reputable, high­

class goods and wi th the reluctance to make changes which con­

tradicted traditional understandings and the perceived reasons for 

success. The craftsmen mistrusted devices and materials which had 

not won the sanction of their own usage as well as that of many 

previous generations of artisans. For employers, financial 

pressures to introduce cheap raw mateials were probably mitigated 
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by the overwhelming importance of labour costs in the total costs 

of production.
61 

Moreover, amongst the 'respectable' members of the 

trade, the per iod was marked by a growing concern over, and even 

disgust wi th a buy ing public which was increasingly unaware of, 

or unable to distinguish the different types of raw materials used 

In its cutlery, to such an extent that it seemed indifferent to 

the quality and durability of the cutlery that it purchased. 

F or the gr inders, the most signi ficant change of the per iod 

was the introduction of emery grinding wheels which replaced 

traditional grindstones and avoided many of the dangers to health 

and safety which were inherent in the use of the grindstones. 62 The 

emery grinding wheel was introduced into Sheffield in the 1880s by 

a local engineer, but it was slow to win acceptance amongst the 

grinders. The reason for its unpopular i t Y stemmed from the fact 

that the properties of the new wheel were so unlike those of old 

grindstones, that to use it involved a certain amount of relearning 

and adaptation. The emery wheel could not initially run in water 

and thus became very hot, sometimes causing the knife blade to heat 

up and lose its temper. However, the wheel was developed to enable 

it to run in water like grindstones, but unlike the latter, it 

retained a good 'cut' for 12 to 18 months. I t ran safely at 5,000 1 

per minute - a speed which made it unnecessary to exert as much 

pressure on the blade, thus making grinding lighter and quicker. 

Despite these advantages the wheels were adopted only slowly, 

partly because of the innate traditionalism of the grinders, and 

partly because of the expense of the emery wheels: £6 to £7 was a 

significant outlay for a grinder even if the manufacturer allowed 

payment in instalments. 63 

For the industry as a whole, the most influential developments 

In the uses of raw materials were in the field of hafting materials, 

where the rIsIng and eventually exorbitant pr ices of natural 

materials forced manufacturers to consider cheaper substitutes. 

The rise in the cost of ivory In the early 1870s inflated prices by 

30 to 100%,64 and although in 1874 they began to fall again,65 they 

t k 1875, 66 It f th t·t· of rose 0 new pea s In a resu 0 e compe 1 Ion an 

increasing number of foreign manufacturers for an ever decreasing 

supply at the major auctions. By 1881 further huge increases in 
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the prIce of hafting materials were once more forcing up the list 
67 

prices of cutlery. The cost of Manilla shells rose from £160 to 
68 

£240 per ton, in just ten months, whilst ivory had doubled In 
69 price between 1879 and 1883, until it was fetching £1,000 per ton. 

The largest cutlery manufacturers attempted to keep their prices 

down by combining ivory cutting, which was generally a separate 

industry, with their cutlery production,70 but it was an impossible 

task whilst an expanding market brought an ever diminishing supply 
. 71 

of Ivory. 

F aced wi th such circumstances manufacturers were forced to 

exper iment wi th and use var ious substitute mater ials. Celluloid 

was first used in the late 1860s, vulcanite, ebonite and xylonite 

were in wide usage. 72 Considerable quantities were used in the 

production of cheaper cutlery, the largest and most prestigious 

firms exper imenting wi th, and . . pIoneerIng its uses. They were 

presumably keen to make economies on that part of the tool which 

would not effect to its essential quality - its cutting edge, and 

thus, as far as possible, retain a reputation for a fine and 

durable blade, but at a reduced cost. Moreover, these makers were 

anxious to at tempt to under line the quali tati ve advantages of the 

new materials. 

Illustrating the readiness of the institutions of the trade to 

encourage and support inventive and new approaches and initiatives, 

the Cutlers' Companies of Sheffield and London held a joint 

exhibition in London in 1879, at which awards were gIven to firms 

for technical excellence and the implementation of new ideas in the 

trades. Winners included a firm who had developed the manufacture 

of celluloid fork handles which retained their appearance and 

durability in hot climates ~3a product obviously designed to appeal 

to the cheaper colonial market. Joseph Rodgers, the most prest­

IgIOUS firm in the trades, were at the forefront of these develop­

ments and were keen to broadcast their successes. By 1879 they 
74 

were manufacturing "ebonite secure handle table cutlery" in large 

quantities, and again stated their reasons in terms of concern for 

the quality of the product, and not its cost: it would neither 

crack, lose its finish, nor become loose, as bone and horn frequen-

tly did in hot climates, and it weighed much less. The cheapness 
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of these substances was stated almost as an afterthought, the firms 

being anxious to convince purchases that celluloid would "ere long 

become the recognised staple mater ial" and ivory would "no longer 

be regarded by any class as indispensable".75 

However, it remains debatable how far these companies were 

themsel ves convinced of this, and to what extent their customers 

were ready to believe them. There was still a large body of 

purchasers who would always want 1 vory, horn, bone or mother­

of - pear 1 handled cutlery, precisely because it was so expensive 

and an obvious sign of affluence and 'good taste'. Moreover, these 

were the consumers for whom many manufacturers and workers ln 

Sheffield were most ready and able to cater. I f traditional 

materials were really a thing of the past, why were noted manufact­

urers still so keen to advertise their presence and extensive 

purchases at the various quarterly ivory sales?76 Moreover, 

considerable time, effort and money were spent in finding more 

economical ways of using traditional hafting materials, but in such 

a way that the cutlery could still be marketed as 'the finest 

qua 1 i t Y '. 77 

However, the greatest controversy concernlng the use of newer, 

cheaper raw materials surrounded the types of steel used in the 

production of cutlery blades. The quality and durability of 

Sheffield blades were felt to be the major factor in the fame and 

continued prestige of the ci ty' s products. The use of cheaper 

steels, and particularly when these blades were falsely marked so 

as to imply that they were of a higher quality, was seen by many 

manufacturers and men as a dishonourable betrayal of Sheffield's 

commercial history and fame, and in cutting the links between the 

trade mark 'Sheffield' and high class goods, a policy that would 

fatally damage her future trade. I f enough cheap steel was used, 

Sheffield's trading reputation would become akin to that of 

Solingen or Conneticut, and as it was believed that foreign 

competitors could produce these goods far cheaper anyway, Sheffield 

would lose customers on two counts: those requiring the best goods 

would lose fai th in the 'Sheffield' trade mark, and those wanting 

low prices would still find it cheaper to buy elsewhere. Infact by 

1886, the use of poor steel and its false marking were frequently 
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cited as fundamental causes of the depression In the cutlery 
78 

trades. 

Inevitably, the craftsmen of the industry saw the use of cheap 

steel as an unavoidable consequence of the increased use of 

machinery, but were both despairing and indignant that the customer 

appeared to know and care so little about these distinctions. The 

whole question of the type of steel used by manufacturers thus 

became one of the touchstones of the attitudes that distinguished 

what were believed to be 'respectable' manufacturers from the 

'unrespectable'. As so often in this industry, commercial respect­

ability was closely associated with a respect for and adherence to 

time-honoured notions of trade etiquette, the values and practices 

which had made the industry great. 

The type of steel which produced the finest cutting edge was 

crucible steel. I t has recently been suggested -th8t the quenti ty 

of crucible steel made In Sheffield was still increasing right 

until the end of the century: over 100,000 tons were turned out per 

year.
79 

Although the fast growing tool and crinoline trades 

consumed a substantial amount of this output, the cutlery trades 

remained an important outlet for steel-makers, absorbing "a much 

greater quantity of steel than is generally supposed.,,80 

Increased production did not however, appear to reduce the 

cost of this expensive metal. This was partly because the crucible 

steel makers remained very much a part of the old, small-scale 

steel making world, with cautious, conservative ways and the 

physical constraints of cramped central locations,81 far removed 

from the wor ld of the new bulk steel makers. Their conservatism 

may have been to some extent associated with their close relation­

ship wi th the cutlery housed they served. Marsh Brothers, for 

example, "remained a family firm, relying as they had been want to 

do on their own capi tal only; they were too deeply interested In 

the small, old-fashioned cutlery and special steel trade to plunge 

into the unchartered sea of bulk-steel with its new science and new 
,,82 outlook. 

Technical and cost cut ting developments which were affecting 

this industry were largely ignored in Sheffield, mainly because the 

purchasers believed that established methods produced the finest 
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steel - hence the unpopularity of the Siemens Furnace in Sheffield~3 
Small, speciality steel makers survived because the tool and 

cutlery manufacturers with whom they traded were prepared to bear 

the expense of speciality steels, often produced according to their 

own specifications.
84 

The largest, celebrated cutlery firms placed 

such emphasis of the standard of their steel, that they considered 

it worthwhile to produce it for themselves. Joseph Rodgers decided 

on their own steel production in 1887, and went to considerable 

1 th t h . t 85 H th t d t eng s 0 purc ase Sl es. owever, ey s resse hat the 

reasons for this policy of "obtaining control of th? whole process 

of manufacture" were to maintain the principles of the company 

motto - quality first~6 The reputation of a quality steel manu fact­

urlng firm could be made or broken by the approval or disapproval 

of its cutlery producing customers. 87 For example, John Vessey and 

Sons were former cutlery manufacturers who realised the market 

potential for speciality steels in an industry that cared so much 

about quality and detailed speci fications. They became producers 

of "steels specially sui table for the manufacture of all kinds of 

cutlery, especially pen and pocket kni ves, ~urgical instruments, 
I 

razors, scissors .... butchers knives and cutlery of every descr ip-

t
. ,,88 lone 

Even cutlery manufacturers who operated on too small a scale 

to contemplate their own steel production,frequently stressed the 

superior qualities of the steel they bought and used. This policy 

of linking the notions of the best quali ty steel wi th the best 

quality cutlery and then constantly reiterating the connection to 

the buying public was aguably a conscious and sensible strategy on 

the part of the Sheffield cutlery manufacturers. It further helped 

Sheffield, as the famous home of quali ty steels, to retain the 

'quali ty gap' that separated her from her foreign rivals. Thus, 

Camille Pag~, the noted cutlery specialist could still affirm in 

1896 that Sheffield cutlery had "une reputation montre'e qu' ils 

devait surtout ~ la qualit~ superieure des aciers qu'ils emploien~~ 
However, with the development of a growlng market for medium 

to low priced goods, and of machinery for manipulating lower 

quality steel, the manufacture of cutlery which used Bessemer steel 

became increasingly common in Sheffi~d. Nevertheless the consensus 
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opinion of the trade, in public at any rate, was that such product­

ion was somewhat disreputable and discreditable, and that it would 

do very little for the reputation or the pocket of the individual 

manufacturers or the Sheffield trades as a whole. The stamping of 

cheap blades wi th indications of a higher quality was treated, 

agaIn in public, as a cardinal SIn and betrayal of everything for 

which the Sheffield trades believed themselves to stand. 

The use of Bessemer steels was thus inextricably linked to the 

scandalous and distasteful wor Id of false marking and fraudulent 

commercial practices. In an industry noted for and constantly 

rei terating its concern for quality, the use of Bessemer steel, 

correctly or falsely marked, was inevitably a cause for wide­

ranging comment and criticism, all of which damaged the reputation 

that the trades so desparately wanted to uphold. The whole Issue 

developed into a scandal of national proportions,90 with The Times 

reporting that hal f of Sheffield's cutlery was infact 
91 Bessemer steel, allegations which were corroborated 

Ironmonger~2 Whilst notable manufacturers did their 

. t t f' d . th . d t 93 th reIns a e con 1 ence In e In us ry, e problem 

made from 

by The 

utmost to 

was that 

section of manufacturers who felt no loyalty to these traditional 

values and In their 'sel fishness', jeopardized the credibili ty of 

the majority. 

To the leaders of the local craft unIons, the use of Bessemer 

steel was an almost sacr ilegious betrayal of all the principles 

they held dear. Such practices, especially when combined wi th 

fraudulent marking were believed to be the maIn cause of the 

depressed state of the trade, but also the decline in their wages 

and status, as skilled workmanship was both unnecessary and 

unachievable on poor quali ty steel. They quoted the American 

consul in Sheffield who had publicly stated that the thousands of 

tons of Bessemer steel which were sold by Sheffield cutlery 

manu facturers as crucible steel every year wo-uld "v":'ry speedily 

destroy all confidence in Sheffield steel, and render abortive the 

enterprise of our manufacturers and skill of our workmen, for it IS 

useless to put good workmanship upon bad materials.,,94 Even if a 

fine finish had been needed for a Bessemer blade, it was far more 

di fficul t for the cre: ftsm2n to harden 8hd sharpen this type of 

steel. 95 
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Thus, such poorer quality raw materials like, and at the same time 

closely related to mechanized production techniques, could- not be 

separated from fears of deskilling and the decline of craft 

techniques. 

1889-1914 

i) Mechanization and Product Design 

This second period was marked by a far more concerted and large 

scale application of new machinery, techniques and raw materials. 

As the effectiveness of machinery increased and it became possible 

to produce a standardized, neat, middle quality item which 

foreign competitors were both manufacturing and selling ln large 

quanti ties to the expanding lower quality market - resistance to 

new developments became less judicious. Moreover, labour shortages 

at home, and the growing realization amongst trade unionists that 

working at factory based machines could ensure much better pay and 

conditions than sweated handicraft outwork, ensured that both 

employers and employed were more ready to consider change. 

However, mechanization and innovation in these trades never 

amounted to anything approaching a wholesale transformation. 

Conventional practices and values were never discarded and changes 

were more ln the nature of variations, initiated only with great 

caution: the old system was modified and adapted but never abandoned. 

The reasons for this were threefold: mentally and psychologically, 

traditional values and understandings had sunk such deep roots; the 

old system still contained considerable commercial vitality; and 

finally, it coexisted qui te easily and efficiently side by side 

with newer developments. 

The larger-scale conversion to mechanized techniques of 

production ln Sheffield came with the successful development of 

such machines by competi tors, and their use to capture the ever 

expanding low to medium quality market. German and American 

manufacturers had become particular ly proficient wi th razor and 

SClssor making machinery, which had reached a high level of 

perfection by the 1890s. 96 By the early 1900s, Sheffield cutlery 

firms were importing such quantities of German stamped scissor and 

razor blades, and finishing them ln their own workshops, that a 

Remscheid firm established itself ln Sheffield in 1902, to serve 

this market. 97 
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Production of the blanks was completely mechanized; they were neat 

and well- finished, and stamped out at a rate of 1,000 per day, 

whilst two men could only hand forge five to six dozen in the same 

time.
98 

By 1913, the Cutlers' Company was threatening to prosecute 

(under the Merchandise Marks Act) anyone who used imported German 

blanks In goods which they marked 'Sheffield', action which 

necessitated the establishment of another German firm in Sheffield~9 
many manufacturers were said to prefer such products, finding them 

"super ior in finish and neatness to local products , which enabled 

the finishing process to be performed with less expenditure of time 
100 

and labour". Increasingly, the assumption that mechanized 

techniques could only produce poor quality cutlery, was being 

publicly questioned. The challenge thrown down by the razor 

gr inders in 1894 to machine forged and flied producers, to manu-
101 facture a similarly high quality blade, was taken up with gusto, 

but until the end of this period, arguments continued to rage about 

h . t f th t t f tl d t· 102 Sh . Id t e merl s 0 e wo sys ems or cu ery pro uc Ion. effIe 

manufacturers patented razor and scissor grinding machinery in the 

1880s which possessed the additional virtue of making a neater 

bl d h · h . d 1 f" h' 103 H 1 th a e w IC requIure ess InIS Ing. owever, as a ways, e 

machinery did not approach the levels of perfection which manufact­

urers required for best quality cutlery: the best razor blades, and 

the edges of the blades of cheaper razors were still hand-ground by 
104 

craftsmen, and it was not until 1910-15 that the heaviest razors 

could be machine ground, or the 'shoulders' cut in by machine.
105 

The production of razor blanks by hydraulic presses, did not make 

significant advances in Sheffield until after 1903,106 whilst 

machine table blade grinding only became widespread In Sheffield 

after 1911
107 

and machine table and pocket blade forging not until 

19141•08 

Thus mechanized production, whilst it was making str ides in 

Sheffield was still both delayed and halting In its adoption, 

certainly In comparison with America or Germany. It was not until 

1905 that it could be declared that "There is no doubt that the 

machine age has now been entered upon. After years of experimenting 

and the expenditure of large sums of money, the stamped blade has 

been brought to such perfection that of some patterns they are 
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almost if not quite equal to the forged article.,,109 

However, such reports must be treated wi th caution. "They 

persistently exaggerate the importance of invention, so that even 

in the most resolutely handicraft sectors of production, it often 

seems - on the evidence of single instances - that mechanization is 

about to take off. The trade reports from Sheffield In The 

Ironmonger, for instance, are filled with trials of machinery in 

the late 1860s and 1870s, yet the Sheffield trades remained 

overwhelmingly handicraft right down to 1914.,,110 

Accompany ing these improvements in available machinery, and 

equally, if not more important in convincing manufacturers, and 

pushing them towards their adoption, was evidence that the market 

for cheap and medium standard cutlery was large, expanding and very 

lucrati ve, whilst that for high quali ty expensi ve goods was not 

experiencing anything like the same expansion. The demand for 

cheap, standardized goods for the colonies was increasing as)during 

the 'Great Depression', was the demand amongst the Br i tish working 

classes for a similarly standard, affordable item.
111 

Thus, from 

the 1890s, it IS possible to discern a gradual change of emphasis: 

the realization that Sheffield's industry could not surv i ve, let 
112 

alone thrive on expensive production alone; and concurrently, 

attempts to reconcile cheaper production with it, and its produc­

ers previously ignominious reputation. 

However, whilst lower quality production was now publicly 

eli vulged by most leading manufacturers, for many it was still 

accompanied by an obv ious sense of unease. That a firm also 

manufactured handmade, top class goods was usually mentioned in 

the same breath as discussion of their standard products, and these 

latter, and their purchasers, were treated somewhat condescendingly 

d t .. 1 113 Th t d . 1 t h· t an pa ronlzlng y. e ra itlona uneasiness a aVlng 0 

participate in such trade was reaffirmed by a trades unionist In 
114 

1892 : "Makers of the best cutlery are ashamed at the present 

state of things, but they are so often induced to deal in these 

common class of goods because they are ordered along wi th their 

better quality. Except for that, some would not deal in that common 

quality." I t was frequently and emphatically stressed that two 

different markets were in existence, and that cheap goods were not 

directed at the discerning American or European buyer; they were 
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only intended for "the tastes and pockets of the ever growing 

populations of distant lands, at the present in course of develop-

t
il 115 

men . 

Nevertheless, Sheffield's manufacturers, unlike their American 

counterparts, never really adapted themselves to the ever lncreas­

ing demand from the developed nations for a well-finished 'throw­

away' item like the American safety razor: 116 durability and 

lasting quality were standards too deeply ingrained In most 

Sheffield producers, to allow the easy adoption of this type of 

production. Thus in 1911, the Cutlers' Company was still finding 

it necessary to remind its members that "low quality goods are 

demanded in commerce". 117 However, it too was still disgruntled 

that this had to be the case; that so many consumers either could 

not, or worse still, would not pay the prlce for a superlor 

article: "needless to say, the Company would be glad to see all 

Sheffield goods of the best possible quality, but it must be born 

in mind that low priced goods are needed, and that the standard of 

quality of low priced goods could not possibly be higher than that 

the material should be the best which can be afforded at the price 

consumers are willing to pay."118 

Compounding these pressures towards increased mechanization 

were those affecting the supply of labour within Sheffield itself: 

manufacturers cited union mil itancy, intransigence and traditional 

practices as important in inducing them to introduce machines to 

reduce the men's bargaining power by replacing their skills. In 

the 1890s it was claimed that unions not only prevented the 

introduction of machines,119 but combined this, in periods of good 

trade, with other restrictive practices which, In limiting the 

number of men in the trade, ensured their retention of a powerful 

bargaining position. 

Dur ing the boom condi tions at the turn of the century, The 

Times published a vitriolic attack on the cutlery unions in which 

it descr ibed these supposedly deliberate policies in which they 

persisted, despi te the fact that trade was flooding away to more 

efficient, reliable, mechanized competitors.
120 

Furthermore, 

whilst there was acknowledged to be much less time and work 

involved in the production and finishing of machine made cutlery, 
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the unions attempted to maintain the same rates as they earned on 

hand forged goods. The Times concluded that the only solution was 

"a greater resort to machinery, for the purpose both of securing 

more freedom and overcoming the restriction on labour difficulty ... 

every fresh trouble that arises is regarded as offering a further 

incentive to the invention or the adoption of machines which can be 

worked by more or less unskilled labour.,,121 

However, the issue was considerably 

circular than this view would suggest. 

more complicated 

F or whilst unions 

and 

may 

occasionally, at certain boom periods and in certain branches of 

the trade, have been sufficiently powerful to stop the introduction 

of machinery, they were generally far too weak and ineffective to 

successfully implement such a policy. Rather, successful resist-

ance was largely dependent upon the prior existence of a labour 

shortage in a branch of the tr2de,; which in turn was normally the 

result of the displacement of labour which accompanied an earlier 

implementation of mechanized production. Labour saving devices 

reduced the skills and status of craftsmen who sometimes left the 

trade themselves, and often refused to apprentice their sons to it. 

Thus, the position of the skilled craftsman grew stronger when good 

trade brought general labour shortages, especially when Sheffield 

was still attempting to maintain a reputation based on the work of 

such artisans. 

Overall however, manufacturers and their journals appear to 

have exaggerated and overreacted to the supposed power of unIons as 

a factor In forcing them to adopt machinery. It is of course 

possible that this was a preconceived policy which prov ided an 

excuse and motive for their introduction of machines and 'common' 

production, which appeared worthier and less blatent contraventions 

of traditional values, than admitting that it was done for profit 

motives alone. 

The machine forging of SCIssor blanks, introduced into 

Sheffield on a large scale by the 1890s, was publicised not so 

much as a profit guided manoeuvre, as much as a defensive action to 

ensure a regular supply, which would not be dependent on "the 

capr ice 0 f the workmen" whose nonchalant at ti tude to their work 

caused manufacturers to declare that "the world will not wait until 
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it pleases the SClssor forgers of Sheffield to do their work.,,122 

Similarly, machine table blade grinding was said to have been given 

a great boost in 1913 by "the fear of trouble with the grinders.,,123 

Razor forgers were blamed for the difficulties encountered In 

introducing machinery to this trade in the 1890s, particularly In 

their refusal to- "abate one jot from the statement price, although· 

there might not be one quarter of the work to do".124 The issue was 

as clear to The I ronmonger as it was to The Times: machinery was 

introduced mainly because of the "many customs and rules of the 

trade unions, which have worked more harm to the hands they are 

professedly intended to benefit, than tyrannical and greedy 

employers, high tariffs and foreign competition combined. The 

genius who originally drafted the rule forbidding the artisan to 

take more than one apprentice, and him only if a son, displayed as 

much wise foresight as the poor Ludddi tes and other machinery 
125 

wreckers." 

However, this oplnlon was vigorously denied by various trade 

unions, for example the razor forgers who claimed, with some 

justi fication, that men had left the trade as a result of the 

shortage of work which had accompanied t~e importation into 

Sheffield of German razor blanks, leaving insufficient men to cope 

with a sudden boom in demand. 126 

Labour shortages which did force manufacturers to consider a 

mechanized alternative were general rather than selective or skill 

orientated, as was plainly illustrated In the unusually busy 

periods of the turn of the century and 1911-13. The chronic labour 

shortages in these periods were not the result of deliberate trade 
\ 

union policy as much as the fall in demand for labour following the 

McKinley Tar iff and the development of machine techniques which 

resulted in a surplus of labour competing for a declining amount of 

work, and the low pay and conditions associated with such circum-

stances. Thus, when trade improved, many cutlers deserted the 

industry for openings which arose in alternative Sheffield indust­

ries, most of which, by 1900, offered "better paid and more 
127 

congenial employment." than the cutlery trades. Whenever 

possible, young men left the industry, 

elsewhere. 128 However, the resultant 

and sons 

worsenlng 

were apprenticed 

labour shortages 
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necessit2ted the further use of machinery for the prompt execution 

d th 1911 13 b 129 S h· of or ers In e - oom. ome mac Ines were introduced 

wi th the express intention of employ ing semi-skilled, preferably 

juvenile labour in the place of skilled adults. Of Peachers patent 

grinding machine it was stated that "a youth of average intelli­

gence can feed machines which will grind 2,000 blades a day," 130 

whilst another manufacturer installed machinery because it required 

"labour of only moderate skill ... work that you could train any 

steady, at tenti ve man taken straight from the street to do in a 

b . f . d ,,131 very rle perlo . 

Union resistance to mechanization was therefore still firmly 

linked with efforts to resist deskilling, but it IS doubtful 

whether their power and practices were as instrumental as manu fact-

urers sometimes suggested. Moreover, some trade unionists seemed 

increasingly aware that mechanized production could infact entail 

considerably better opportunities for workers than those endured by 

sweated, manual, domestic workers. Robert Holmshaw, in his report 

to the Mosely Industrial Commission in 1903, was aware that the 

extensive mechanization of American cutlery factories allowed 

greater productivity without commensurate effort on the part of the 

workers. Thus," labour sav ing appliances and up-to-date machines 

are welcomed by the men because, whilst lightening the work, they 

do not mean the reduction of wages.,,132 Machines brought better 

working conditions and more sophisticated management which cut out 

the time lost by the men in fetching and carry ing work from the 
133 various workshops. Similarly, the delegation of trade unionists 

which v isi ted Solingen on 1907, whilst cr i tical of the limi ted 

skills of the German cutlers, were impressed by the advantages and 

improvements which mechanization necessi tated: "The workshops of 

Solingen and their methods of production are eaSIer than those 

employed by the Sheffield cutler, and .... they are able to produce 
134 

more quickly by their methods than by ours." 

However,it would still be a mistake to exaggerate the extent 

of the transi tion to mechanized production, and an even greater 

mistake to generalize about it, and overestimate the extent to 

which changes were welcomed by masters and men. A variety of 

sources indicate the continued dominance of handicraft methods with 
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-In the trades. Foreign observers were particular ly surpr ised by 

the survival of what they considered to be antiquated methods,135 

whilst The lronmonger continued to be a constant critic of what it 

perceived to be the apathy and economic backwardness of the 

Sheffield cutlery trades. A typical cr i ticism struck deep at the 

roots of the conservatism and leve of tradition which made it 

di fficul t for manufacturers to adapt to new circumstances: "I t IS 

impossible for an outsider to come in contact with any considerable 

number of persons engaged in the production of cutlery and kindred 

goods in that city without noting the strong spirit of aversion to 

change which runs through it, and explains why knives and tools of 

today are pretty much the same design as those 0 f twenty or more 

years ago. To make matters worse, the absence of change for so long 

a time, has created in many minds that fatal idea that ... no 

further improvement of any practical value IS possible .•. it is 

impossible to get any novel ideas ... turned into practical account, 

inasmuch as the workmen, unless their daily bread depends upon it, 
136 

cannot be induced to forge new pat terns. " Even A. J. Hobson, a 

leading Sheffield manufacturer and exponent of the virtues and 

values of mechanization, still complained in 1907 that the issue 

was "a very difficult problem to solve; it will not be solved in 

five years, or in ten years or perhaps in twenty years for many 
137 

branches." Practical descriptions of the cutlery production 

processes also convey a picture of an industry with an essentially 

handicraft base, dependent upon craftsmen who possessed the 

necessary "a pti tude, skill and delicacy of touch which are the 

t f t d . " 138 ou come 0 na ure an experIence. 

The same sentiments were never far from the minds of the most 

renowned, prestigious cutlery houses, who loathed the compromise 

and loss of reputation invol ved in association wi th common prod-
139 

ucts. Most of the long standing prejudices concerning common 

goods had never been overcome. When the Canadian Manufacturers 

Association, on a visit to Sheffield, mocked the primitive tech­

niques used in the cutlery trades, the response of the Sheffield 

Chamber of Commerce br istled wi th the tradi tional values and the 

continued confidence placed in them. The Chamber wondered "whether 

the critics had ever tried shaving themselves with a wholly machine 
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-made razor, or using a pocket-knife with stamped instead of hand­

forged blades. If they had, they might not be so surprised at the 

retention of human skill and knowledge ln preference to mere 

mechanism ln the production of articles of such close personal 

utility they left the cutlery works of Sheffield with a fair 

supply of the real article ... and it is hoped that they will learn 

to appreciate the value of quality.,,140 
Moreover, it seems that there continued to be considerable 

sense in perpetuating Sheffield's production and equally her lmage 

as a producer of high quali ty cutlery. Foreign tari ffs which 

mounted consistently throughout this per iod always excluded low 

value, common cutlery to a far greater extent than the high quality 

products which the domestic industry was incapable of producing. 141 

Sheffield continued to be virtually the only manufacturer in the 

world of certain hand~ade specialities, such as shear steel 

carving forks, for which there was a good demand right up until the 
142 1930s. Many of the most successful Sheffield cutlery houses 

still maintained that their prosperi ty was the result of their 

continued allegiance to the high quality, largely handmade 

production, on which their reputation had been built.
143 

'Artistry' 
) 

in production was emphasised by both masters and men as another 

facet of Sheffield's wares that helped to maintain her reputation 

and which could not be imi tated by competi tors. Mechanization, 

which stifled decorative and diverse patterns, could well put paid 
144 

to this unique and respected aspect of the trade. 

A reputation , a standard of quality automatically associated 

with a trade mark, was believed by many Sheffield manufacturers to 

be all-important. This was the reason given by many for the ease 

with which machinery had been adopted in Germany, where there were 

no traditions of high quality, 'one off' production by old, small­

scale manufacturers. "The Germans, as a rule, always appear to aim 

at 'big business', and lay themselves out to produce economically 

any pattern which promises to sell in large quantities. They have 

no use for oddments and the wasteful attention to orders for 'i 
145 

dozens of no.413', the curse of many a Sheffield manufacturer." 

I t was believed that the Germans could afford to use large-scale 

component manufacturers and produce standard common cutlery because 
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they had no such traditions of and for quality: "The German's, 

coming from the cast metal, had a demand in quantities for simple 

patterns and they have made an improvement by stamping; if we had 

taken up stamping at an ear ly stage we should have made a depre­

ciation in our goods, and not so well have satisfied our customer~~6 
This then, was firmly associated with the continued importance of 

market demands and expectations of the Sheffield cutlery trade. A 

huge range of good, specialised products was still expected by the 

consumer, and catered for by the large firms who continued to 
147 invent and patent ever more complicated, inessential products. 

Moreover, many purchasers who could have been bulk buyers and 

consequently helped to create conditions favourable to mechaniz­

ation - particularly the army and navy - where themselves often 

conservative adherents to old, obsolete, highly individualistic 

patterns, for which it was pointless to use machinery because "when 

an order is obtained, it means new dies, tools and so forth, which 

may never be needed aga1n, as there 1S little continuity 1n 

t k ,,148 governmen wor . 

Thus, for reasons of both customary psychological preferences, 

but also for rational econom1C reasons concern1ng the nature of 

their market, many manufacturers found large-scale mechanization 

and the production of 'long runs' of goods unfeasible. A scissor 

stamping machine, for example, would need to make 8 to 900 dozen 

pairs of the same SC1ssors 1n order to work economically, but this 

could be two years supply of a typical Sheffield pattern, which 

would chronically overstock the firm. 149 Thus the productivity and 

economy of the machine would be seriously hindered by the constant 

need to change dies and make adjustments to the machine.
150 

Manufacturers therefore, continued to subscribe to the old comprom­

ise solution of inventing their own specialist machinery, suited to 

their own particular production and often jealously guarded as a 

trade secret. 151 

ii) Raw Materials 

Although the period after 1890 witnessed significant advances 

In the development and application of the raw materials used in the 

cutlery trades, these recei ved a predictably cautious and suspic-
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ious response from both manufacturers and men. The psychological 

link between, and attachment to 'the finest raw materials', 'hand 

craftsmanship' and commericial respectability remained as strong as 
152 ever. T he best known firms continued to publicise the fact that 

there was no difference in the standard of the steel used for their 

high and common quality cutlery, and that economies stemmed solely 

from the type of hafting material used: natural or imitation. 153 

This, it was stressed by implication, was in sharp contrast to less 
154 

reputable firms and foreign producers. 

A number of Sheffield steel firms continued to manufacture 

special requirement cutlery steels, produced in small quanti ties, 

and often to individual requirements.
155 

The local interest in this 

subject is illustrated by the discussion held by the Sheffield 

Technical School Metallurgical Society In 1892, which debated 

"\~hich is the best mater ial for table blades: crucible cast or 
156 

shear steel?" The use of commoner steel was not even countenanc-

ed. Moreover, the opinion still prevailed that to produce the 

finest cutlery, di fferent speci fications of steel were necessary 

for the various descriptions of cutlery. "Cutlery steel is treated 

in so many di fferent ways, that it is simply impossible to get a 

steel suitable for all kinds of work. One man wants a steel to weld 

on to an iron tang. Another wants a soft steel, to punch, free from 

seams, and to harden well ... one cutler wants a kni fe to carry a 

rough cutting edge; another requires a smooth cutting edge,,157 

Although it was recognised that prIce had become a major 

factor in determining the type of steel used, it was still unquest­

ionably agreed that shear steel should be used whenever possible. 

William Wardley, representing the working forgers, epi tomized the 

opinion of these craftsmen when he stated that the durability and 

quality of a shear steel knife made it a much better buy, In the 

long term, and "manu facturers should not go in for competi tion so 

k 1 f t . 1 . d II 158 Th 1· k een y, so ar as raw ma erIa s IS concerne . e In was 

explicit between the quality of steel, the ability of the craftsman, 

and the reputation of the firm: "whilst hand forging is in the 

interest of the steel and improves it, goffing deteriorates its 

quality ... nineteen out of every twenty blades made under a goff 

hammer are made out of common raw material, manufacturers having 

more sense than to put their best qualities under the goff, because 



61 

of course, the resul ts would be against them." 159 In the course 0 f 

the discussion, some of the extremely antiquated production 

techniques of the most famous houses, and their belief in trad­

i tional practices to ensure the best resul ts were plainly illus­

trated: some firms still kept their shear steel bars for six to 

eight months before rolling them, as this was said to ensure a 

better quality blade.
160 

The actual mode of production of the best quali ty steel had 

changed remarkably little from its earliest inception,161 until the 

revolutionary developments of 1912-13 which disrupted virtually 

every possible traditional understanding and principle. Harry 

Brearley, working In Firth's steel laboratories, discovered a 

formula for the production of stain resistant steel, which although 

originally intended for rifle barrels, he realised had significant 

potential for cutlery production.
162 

Samples of the new steel were 

worked into knives by two local cutlery firms, but both were 

. d d d· . . 163 0 f· . d th t th t I unlmpresse an lsmlSSl ve. ne lrm sal a e s ee was 

"unsui ted for cutlery steel: it is too hard to work and is almost 

impossible to gr ind, and the polished sur face lS dirty and a bad 
u164 

colour. Firth's reached a similar conclusion, believing that 

stain I essness was in any case, "not so great a v irtue in cutlery, 
165 

which of necessity must be cleaned after each use." Brearley 

claimed that the first cutler asked to make up knives from the 
166 

steel had replied "Bloody likely, it would be contrary to nature". 

I ts unpopular i t Y wi th the cutlers stemmed from their inabili t y to 

treat the steel like ordinary steels: it had to be goffed by 

machine, and would not react easily to ordinary hardening and 

temper ing techniques; it clogged the sur faces of the gr indstones 

and was confused wi th carbon steel in the production processes. 

Thus "neither the structure nor the compostion of the metal gave the 

resul ts for which for generations the forgers and gr inders manip­

ulating the older shear and carbon steels had 100ked.,,167Impossibly 

demanding tests were set up for the knives of the new steel, and 

varlOUS rumours were spread which claimed that a cut from a 
168 

stainless steel knife was highly poisonous and dangerous. These 

prejudices, combined with dislocation caused by the First World War 

caused signi ficant delays in the introduction of the new steel. 
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However, In July 1914 Brear ley did manage to find a cutlery 

manager at Mosley's who was willing to attempt further tests. 

Although initially unsuccessful, because they refused the inventor's 

adv ice on how to treat the new steel, this firm did obtain good 

" results and were praised by Brearley: They looked well ahead; they 

did not expect too much of the steel; they realised that some 

improvements in appliances and skill in handling them were possible, 

and the excellent knives they produced justified their optimism,,~69 
Further movements towards a more scientific and strictly 

technical approach to cutlery production at the end of this per iod 

were evidenced by developments ln the scientific testing and 

analysis of the properties of various steels and the cutlery made 

from them, using such techniques as chemical analysis, hea t and 

1 · d . 170 Th t h th d coo lng curves an mlcroscopes. a suc me 0 s were gaining 

acceptance illustrate the steady departure from the traditional 

'rule of thumb' techniques. Although alien to the world of cutlery 

producers, such developments were hard to ignore because they aimed 

at the manufacture of even more predictably high quality steel and 

cutlery, objectives which had always been so dear to the industry. 

The extention of the application of artificial hafting 

mater ials met wi th far less concern or opposi tion This was 

partly because their use had now been sanctioned by time, partly 

because ivory prices continued to soar,171 but also because the 

handle did not effect the essential cutting quality of the cutlery. 
172 

1896 was the busiest year yet for xylonite and celluloid dealers, 

and as prices escalated, new types of xylonite were produced which 

were near perfect imitations of natural materials.
173 

By 1905 

Sheffield cutlery houses were using more imitation hafting material 

than real,174 but the sheer demand pushed up celluloid prices by 10 

to 20% between 1906 and 1907. 175 By 1913, the price of natural 

materials was so exorbitant that they had been almost displaced by 

substitutes, with only the very finest and most expensive cutlery 
176 

still incorporating real ivory pearl or horn. However, the 

acceptance of this change by the industry would not have involved 

too great an abandonment of its principles. Natural materials had 

become quite simply too expensive, whilst imitation had become so 

fine that they were a perfectably acceptable choice which no longer 

involved the stigma of price cutting cheapness. 
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Throughout this per iod, raw mater ials and the way In which they 

were crafted, remained a focal area of concern and debate within 

the Sheffield trades. The developments in the availability and 

application of new materials and techniques were, in themselves, 

rarely devastatingly new or revolutionary departures. Nevertheless, 

attitudes within the industry to such changes were extremely 

cautious. Whilst there was a general awareness and appreciation of 

developments, they were only adopted when they had been sufficiently 

tried and tested and most importantly, when they were understood to 

be compatible with the commercial strategy and reputation which the 

industry had created, and was attempting to maintain for itself. 

There was considerable sympathy and common ground between the 

older, more reputable manufacturers, who constituted 'the voice' of 

the trades, and the craftsmen who spoke for the skilled workers and 

craft unions. Both appreciated the unique quality and reputation 

of She field 's craftsmen and steel, and the fame of a trademark 

built on these attributes. Unique quality and diversity of product­

ion marked Sheffield out from all its competitors. Undoubtedly 

this reliance upon customary practices to ensure traditional 

quality, immersed sections of the trade in a kind of psychological 

inertia and narrow-mindedness. This resulted In certain inabilities 

to appreciate changing conditions demand In particular 

which made them disparaging and condemnatory of those who 'stooped' 

to common production, and embarrassed when they themselves finally 

felt the need to participate in that market. 

Overall however, it lS possible to see their actions as 

moderately flexible within a given framework which was essentially 

commercially rational. Even for those that decided, ei ther openly 

or clandestinely, to attempt some common production and reduce 

their prices, the ease with which this industry could be adapted to 

cost reductions through division of labour and subcontracting, made 

the purchase of machinery even less of an inevitability. 

Thus, by 1914, the industry had moved a cons iderable way 

towards the acceptance and implementation of new raw materials and 

techniques. However, this was done by compromlse and cautious 

adaption which meant that the touchstone of these trades - commer­

cial respectability and a reputation for the finest goods 
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remained intact, and continued to colour all new departures. The 

Sheffield industry thus managed to retain its prestigious and 

exceptional links with the past, which whilst suiting the temper­

ament of its practi tioners, also enabled it to continue to mark 

itself out from competitors, retaining a well-known niche and name 

of its own. 
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Chapter 3 Trade Patterns and Their Contemporary Evaluation 

Opinions of both employers and workers concerning the 

decline in wor Id trade and severe depressions of this per iod, 

differed widely with the circumstances: sometimes the problem was 

felt to rest with false marking, at other times with tariffs or 

exceSSIve wage rates. Most attention and debate was directed 

towards short-term problems on the demand side. These were 

usually outside the direct realms of the trades themselves, and 

thus avoided structural or marketing faults within the industry -

faul ts or problems which necessi tated action by the industry. 

Al though towards the end of the per iod there was discussion of 

the importance of mechanized production and advertising campaigns, 

such criticism often came from people outside the city and 

industry, whilst manufacturers who voiced and practised such 

novel ideas were often branded as 'unrespectable', traitors to 

the principles which had made Sheffield great. 

This chapter is not an attempt to apply hindsight to judge 

or analyse 'entrepreneurial failure' In the field of exports, but 

endeavours to understand the reasoning and prior i ties of those 

involved in the industry. Why were they obsessed with seemingly 

peripheral and dated issues, yet unable to tackle even the idea 

of faults and problems within their own procedures and beliefs? 

There appear to be broadly two reasons for this: the acute 

sectionalism of the industry In terms of both products and 

markets, which in reducing the occasions of like exper Iences, 

inhibited the ability to think and act in terms of large-scale, 

common causes; and secondly and more importantly, the continued 

adherence to traditional values and practices - particularly the 

value of quality, which made it difficult to accept, let alone 

embrace, new ideas. There was considerable economic rationality 

in the policy of far reaching product di fferentation, special­

ization and quality production, which quite successfully insulat­

ed the firms who marketed such products, from the competition of 

mass- produced German and American goods. However, such a 

strategy necessar ily 1 imi ted hor izons and made it di ff icul t to 

branch out into a wider market, whilst inevitably also concent-
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rating too much attention OR demand conditions, rather than the 

factors wi thin the firm which had brought about such a high 

f . 1· t· 1 degree 0 specla lza Ion. 

2 
Trade Patterns and Levels 

The small amount of information available on the sales of 

cutlery to the domestic market, renders difficult any estimation 

of the relati ve importance of home and foreign demand to the 

Sheffield cutlery trades. Less attention was directed to 

domestic demand because this market was considerably more stable, 

easier to satisfy with a traditional high quality item, and more 

accessible to the personal sales techniques of the cutlery 

houses. Moreover, the domestic demand, although it accounted for 

approximately half the value of the U.K. 's cutlery sales in 1907~ 
was generally smaller than this. It assumed more importance as 

the overall values of foreign sales dropped, and in the years 

when this demand was particularly slack, as in 1899-1901. As it 

was the export market on which at tent ion was focused, in which 

changes in demand and selling techniques were demanded, and in 
/ 

which greatest sales and profits could be achieved, emphasis will 

be placed on the supply of that market In this section. 

Statistically, exports of cutlery have to be treated 

separately before and after 1898, as before this date they were 

incorporated wi th exports of hardware, whereas after 1898 they 

were treated independently. Before 1898, exports fluctuated 

remarkably widely. They peaked in the all-time boom year of 

1872, when export sales reached £5,000,000, and again in 1882 and 

1889 wi th exports of £4,100,000 and £3,180,000 (see graph 2). 

Troughs occured in 1879 and 1886 when only £300,000 and £280,000 

of cutlery were exported, falling even lower to £180,000 in 1894, 

with little improvement on that situation by 1898.
4 

Despite the 

amplitude of variation, the overall trend was towards a signif­

icant decline in the value of exports after the boom of 1872-

4. This tendency was confirmed by manufacturers who gave 

evidence before the Royal Commission on the Depression in Trade 
5 

and Industry of 1886. 
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Cutlery exports, when classified independently, equalled 

only a quarter of the value of previously indistinct hardware and 

cutlery totals (see graph 3). From a low point of only £56,000 

of exports in 1898, trade improved fairly steadily, apart from 

sharp lapses in 1906 and 1908, and then increased sharply to 

reach £880,000 in 1912. 

In the first part of this period, the most important market 

for cutlery was America, but Amer ican demand was particularly 

prone to sharp fluctuation (see tables 4 & 5). The peaks in 

exports to this market came in 1872 (£350.000) and 1882 (£250,000), 

whilst troughs were in 1876 (£125,000), and 1885 (£150,000). 

Also vitally important, but similarly unstable, was the Australian 

demand for hardware and cutlery (see table 5). Next in importance 

came the S. American and Indian markets, which imported between 

£250,000 and £450,000 of cutlery and tools from the U.K. annually. 

In the early 1870s, Germany too had been a large importer of 

British cutlery, but as her own production increased, her imports 

declined accordingly. Finally Canada, Russia, Holland, France 

and Br i tish South A fr ica (see graph 4) were all quite large 

importers. However, in all the above mentioned markets, with the 

exceptions of British India and Australia, the value of cutlery 

and hardware exported from Britain declined considerably from its 

peak of the early 1870s. Similarly, virtually all markets 

exper ienced peaks and troughs of demand wi thin a year of each 

other: peaks in 1872-3, 1880-2, and 1888-9; troughs in 1878-

9 and 1885-6.
6 

In the second part of this period, Australia was, by a 

significant margin, Sheffield's best market for cutlery, although 

as In the earlier period, its annual imports continued to 

fluctuate enormously: between £110,000 and £170,000. Australian 

demand peaked in the same years as general demand for cutlery 

peaked (see graphs 4 & 11), in 1891,1896,1900,1907, and 1912. 

Its troughs were similarly experienced when cutlery exports 

generally slumped: in 1894, 1898, 1904, and 1908. America by 

this period, had ceased to be a top ranking importer of Sheffield's 

cutlery, and by 1912, was importing a lesser value 

than Canada, S. Amer ica, Br i tish India, S. A fr ica or Germany (see 
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graphs 4 & 8) • Canada and S.America were, by the end of this 

period, very lucrative markets, importing between £55,000 and 

£120,000 of cutlery annually (see graphs 4 & 9), as were British 

S.Africa and India. Germany imported a stable, but small amount 

of cutlery until 1909, after which time her imports increased 

suddenly, to reach £65,000 by 1912. France, Holland and Russia 

all imported under £10,000 of cutlery a year from the U.K. (see 

graph 4). 

Imports of cutlery into the U.K. rose sharply between 1903 

and 1907, from £30,000 to £150,000, (see graph 7), but after this 

date remained very stable. 

Seasonal Trends in Trade 

Seasonal trends, although they could be disrupted and 

completely al tered by cyclical booms and slumps, remained an 

important, and fairly accurately predictable feature of the 

cutlery trades, as they had been for as long as anyone could 

remember. This seasonali ty, combined with the inconsistency of 

demand from one year to the next, was a signi ficant factor in 

dissuading manufacturers from adopting mechanized, 

production. 

factory 

Trade in January was usually quite poor, unless the orders 

from the prev ious Christmas had been so large that trade was 

carr ied over into the New Year, or unless there was a general 

upturn in trade which caused retailers to buy in stocks. 

However, both these circumstances became gradually rarer as the 

Christmas season became better organized and began earlier; and 

as changes In fashion became more pronounced, thus making 

retailers less willing to build up stocks of what could very 

quickly become outmoded designs. Letter orders would begin to 

arrive In January and travellers would normally start their 

journeys at the end of this month. Trade was sometimes hampered 

however, by severe weather conditions, which made the transport­

ation of goods difficult, and discouraged people from shopping. 

The second quarter of the year was normally busier than the 

first, as trade picked up, until the lull which occurred between 

the summer and winter seasons, in May and June. In anticipation 
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of the breaks, work would increase markedly before the Easter and 

Whi tsuntide holidays, the lengths of which would depend on the 

state of trade. In busy periods, holidays would be reduced to a 

minimum and summer and winter stock taking would be similar ly 

shortened, although the men would compensate by taking unofficial 

breaks, particularly when the weather was fine. When trade was 

slack, manufacturers would take advantage of the breaks to close 

their works for as long a period as possible, and use up stocks. 

Summer holidays, until the early 1900s were taken over a long 

period, as the policy of shutting down the works whilst all 

employees took their vacations at the same time, did not become 

general practice until after 1905. Before this, holidays would 

drag on indefinitely, extended In an impromptu fashion, when 

trade and the weather were good. It was widely acknowledged that 

throughout most of this period, the men did not really settle 

down to their work again, until after the break for the Doncaster 

Race meeting of early September. There continued to be a 

traditional observance of all time-honoured festivals, which were 

slow to die out. These included the normal breaks for Christmas, 

Easter and Whitsuntide, but also hal f a days holiday on Shrove 

Tuesday and the same on traditional, although no longer signifi-
7 

cant quarter rent days. 

When trade was reasonable, no time of the year In the 

cutlery trades was ever completely slack, largely because of the 

huge var iet y of markets which were served. From March, for 

example, Indian and Chinese demand fell off, as their hot weather 

season approached, but orders increased from British and contin­

ental holiday resorts, and from the liner companies. Similar ly, 

just as the important American demand fluctuated widely from year 

to year, so it fluctuated throughout the year: business generally 

peaked In the quarter which ended in September, whilst the 

troughs, although harder to predict, usually came in the quarter 

which ended in March (see graph 6). The ampli tude of var iation in 

this market was greatest in the ear ly 1870s when the annual 

demand was at its highest: some quarter periods would see 

exports of £80 - 90,000, whilst in others American imports would 

reach only £20 - 30,000. These variations declined markedly as 
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the total value of cutlery exports from Sheffield to America 

fell. 

The industry was normally slack In September, but picked up 

in October, as the Chr istmas season began in earnest. In the 

earlier part of this period, the Christmas season still began 

very late, often as late as the end of November, making work 

intense in the month before Christmas. However, the trad-

i tional exertion of 'cal f', 'cow' and 'bull' weeks, (being the 

last three weeks of mounting and excessive exertion before 

Christmas) was already outmoded at the beginning of this period, 

as factory legislation in particular, put paid to such ritualised 
8 

overwork. Inproved and speedier communications, increased 

factory production and rapidly changing styles, were all stimuli 

which necessitated an earlier start to the Christmas season, as 

orders were placed earlier, until what had at one time been the 

busiest weeks of the year, often became the slackest ones as 

orders were completed and dispatched for sale well before 

Christmas. November and December were virtually always the 

busiest months of the year: a good Christmas season could 

dramatically improve the trade levels of an otherwise slack year. 

Chr istmas holidays, like all other holidays, were dependent on 

the state of trade, and could be extended from a week to a month. 

The Attitudes of the Industry Towards its World Trade 

In the earlier part of this period, foreign competition was 

not seen, or at any rate admitted, to be a serious problem. In 

1885, whilst the Master Cutler recognised the increasing German 

competition (facilitated as he understood it, by the longer 

hours, greater frugali ty and lower wages of German cutlers) in 

neutral markets, this was not seen as any great threat: Sheffield 

was confidently believed to be able to hold its own.
9 

Interest­

ingly, it was the smaller and less prestigious houses who at 

this stage were most ready to acknowledge the intensity of 

foreign competi tion wi th its successful use of mechanized forms 

of production. 10 In the home market, foreign competition was 

never likely to assume large proportions, mainly because of the 
1 1 

distictive style of Engish cutlery. By the 1890s severe 
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competi tion In neutral markets was more readily acknowledged. 

Many manufacturers realized that they had been "too apt to sneer 

at our German competi tors" ,12 as they, and the Amer icans turned 

out increasing quanti ties of cheap, stylish, well-finished and 

packaged cutlery. 

after the 1890s, 

However, German competition declined sharply 

as their prices increased. Sheffielders 

generally were unwilling to discuss foreign competi tion wi thout 

dismissing the issue in terms of the value and applicability of 

cheap mechanized production - a subject on which many, 

in public, still expressed firmly antipathetic views. 13 

normally left to outsiders to raise the issue. 14 Many 

at least 

It was 

producers 

continued to adhere to the policy of maximum possible product 

differentiation, "designed to exploit the marginal differences in 

quality, and by creating the impression that the differences were 

greater than they were in reality, many British firms were able 

to serve a degree of oligopoly power." 15 They relied upon the 

ingrained preferences of some consumers for products which 

possessed the actual and social V8] ue of 'craftsmanship'. Such 

producers were shielded from and felt to be less threatened by foreign 

production of cheaper mass produced items. Even when firms did 

produce cheaper items, they still at tempted to give them the 

market advantage of their trade mark and that of 'Sheffield~16 
Throughout this period, whenever foreign competition was 

discussed, it was rarely dissociated from the issues of tariffs 

and the fraudulent use of Sheffield trade marks, which therefore 

phrased the problem in traditional terms of quality and reput­

ation, whilst also removing the onus of action from Sheffield's 

manufacturers. Both tariffs and false marking were seen by the 

Sheffield industry as unjust changes to the old rules of the 

game, which in shutting out or imitating Sheffield goods, merely 

acknowledged their superiority and the impossibility of their 

b d Ot" 17 F " eing matched under fair and normal trading con I Ions. oreign 

competition was therefore, nften defused as an issue which 

reflected American and German trading ability, or the nature of 

market demands. Moreover, once seen In these terms, little 

could be done apart from bemoaning the injustice of politicians 

and the commercial dishonesty of some traders: nothing more 
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searching or introspective was fel t to be necessary. To some 

extent, such attitudes reflected the inability, or at least 

unwillingness of Sheffield manufacturers to come to terms wi th 

the fact that the market for expensi ve, quali ty goods was no 

longer as buoyant as it had been, and that many consumers now 

wanted a cheaper item which competitors were now ready to supply. 

Their inertia could also have been a reflection of the practical 

di fficul ties invol ved in at tempts to switch from specialized to 

more general, common production. 

Tariffs had important consequences ln terms of both long and 

short term trade flows. A huge increase in demand would take 

place immediately before a hostile tariff, as retailers stocked 

up with goods whilst the price remained low; but this would be 

followed by a commensurate fall in exports until retailers were 

forced to selectively restock, albeit at a far reduced level. 

Most significant was the American Mckinley Tariff of 1890, 

which replaced ad valorem duties with much higher specific ones 

of between 100 and 200%. As with virtually every tariff of this 

period, it excluded cheap and medium quali ty cutlery which the 

now protected domestic industry could produce, but was far more 

lenient on the higher quality, specialized cutlery which its own 
18 

producers could not at tempt to manufacture. The purpose of the 

act was recognised to be "to crush out as far as possible all 

importation" ,19 and indeed, the boom that preceded the act was 

never repeated, as importation of all but the finest and most 

specialized items ceased. 20 Thus, Sheffield cutlery was believed 

to be beaten not on its own mer i ts, but shut out wi thout a 

chance,21 a fact particular ly galling to firms which had made 

considerable efforts to research a market, and manufacture 

accordingly.22 Sheffield manufacturers, through the Chamber of 

Commerce, paid considerable attention to the details of new 

tari ffs, and went to much, though usually unsuccessful, trouble 

to have them revised.
23 

Problems were not, however, limited to the actual closing of 

a formerly lucrative market: the anticipation of a change would 

also dislocate trade. Exports to Canada slumped before the 

reduction of the tar iff in 1898, whilst the expectations of a 
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significant reduction in the Mckinley tariff, although unfounded, 

also dislocated trade. Moreover, growing uncertainty, as tariff 
24 barriers were erected allover the world, created increasingly 

25 severe bouts of panic and despondency amongst manufacturers, and 

despair that even those markets which remained open were often 

obstructed by biased customs pfficials.
26 

However, whilst high 

quality cutlery was generally exempted from such duties, it was 

further useful valid ammuni tion to those manufacturers and men 

who regarded such goods as the only type that Sheffield should be 

manufacturing anyway. A correspondent in the Sheffield Independent, 

realising that the proposed French tariff of 1881 would wipe out 

Sheffield's exports of cheap cutlery, still fel t that "i t would 

be no great evil, as Sheffield would then have a chance of 

regaining her name for turning out cutlery that would stand the 

test of any inspection, and for which the consumer abroad would 
27 

be glad to pay well". 

The practical results of the debate on tarfffs were, however, 

minimal. They produced a limi ted impetus to find and exploit 

some fresh markets (see forward), but more often the result was 

poli tical debate. This, although heated, detracted attention 

from the internal problems of the Sheffield trades, and was never 

about to result in the implementation of any practical policy. 

The Free Trade versus Protection debate was the crucial 

trade issue affecting manufacturers at two stages in this period: 

in the late 1870s and 1880s and the early 1900s, the same 

periods, broadly, in which the debate was a central national 

Issue. In the 1870s, this was sparked off by the discourse 

between the local Liberal M. P., A. J. Mundella, and steel maker 

Frederick Brittain,28 but it seems that most cutlery manufacturers 

and workers remained firm adherents to Free Trade principles. 

Charles Belk, a former Master Cutler and a Conservative, believed 

that Protection, in increasing the costs of imported commodities, 

would Increase the prlce of British exports, and remained 

commercially, as well as morally wrong, as well as politically 

. d' t 29 F T d" t hI' lnexpe len . ree ra e was an ever presen e p In pros-

perity, our sheet anchor in times of deep depression".30 Other 

cutlery manufacturers were similar ly fearful that Br i tish 
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protection would simply lead to more retaliatory duties which, in 

increasing the costs of imported raw mater ials, particularly" 

Swedish bar iron and hafting materials, would cripple the cutlery 
31 

trades. 

When the question of tariffs reemerged to occupy the centre 

of the trade debate agaIn In the 1900s the cutlery industry 

remained a supporter of Free Trade principles. A.J.Hobson, 

Sheffield's most prominent cutlery manufacturer, was also the 

ci ty' s leading exponent of Free Trade, and al though a staunch 
32 

Unionist, defended it on Liberal plat forms, and in the local 

and national Chambers of Commerce.
33 

He, like the influential 

local Liberal Free Trade pamphleteer of the per iod, Freder ick 

Callis, continued to believe that the cutlery trades were too 

dependent on imported raw mater ials to risk the imposition of 

retaliatory duties. 34 The trade union leadership expressed 

, 'I ' t' 35 b t h 1 SImI ar convlc Ions, u suc po itical and moral commit ments 

were not condusi ve to the re-evaluation of Sheffield's inter­

national competitiveness. 

Similarly outraged, but vague and unconstructive in practical 

terms, were the atti tudes of the Sheffield trades to fraudulent 

marking of cutlery, which although a relatively mInor and 

peripheral problem, was blown up out of all proportion because 

of its association with traditional values of quality, commercial 

honesty, and a trading reputation. 

The main practices involved In false marking were the 

stamping of cutlery wi th the names of reputable houses, or the 

name 'Sheffieldj by dishonest traders in Sheffield or abroad; the 

stamping of poor quali ty blades wi th the false indications of 

quali ty, such as 'warranted shear steel', or 'cast Steel' on 

Bessemer or pIg Iron blades; and the marking of machine made 

goods as 'hand made'. Originally, it was believed that these 

were practices only stooped to by German competitors, but in the 

1880s a storm arose, as the extent of the frauds within Sheffield 

became known. 

Trade and merchandise marks had, SInce the beginnings of the 

cutlery trades in Sheffield, been crucial in the establishment of 

reputations and their identification with quality; their super­

v ision had become a v i tal feature 0 f the work of the Cutlers' 
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36 
Company. After 1801, trade marks were explicitly recognised as 

the property of their owner,37 and with the Increase In trade 

wi th non-English speaking lands, became an ever more important 

t f 1 . t 38 "h b indica or 0 qua I y. Thus they ad een employed from the 

dawn of the industry as the guarentor of quality and the proof of 

authorship ... to the consumer it has become the main evidence of 

quality, the criterion on which he must place implicit reliance, 

since only technical expertness could enable him to distinguish 
39 

one grade from another". Moreover, the very name 'Sheffield' 

had become simiar ly associated with high quali ty products, and 

was seen by many manufacturers and most men, as a collecti ve 

asset, the protection of which should be communal and crucial. 

As early as 1870, sections of the manufacturing communi ty 

were taking an interest in, and steps to prevent the sale of 

German goods with 'pirated' Sheffield trade marks, and the 

Chamber of Commerce played an important role in the framing of 

the 1872 Customs Consolidation Act. 40 The status of the Cutler~ 
Company in this regard, was elevated considerable in 1875, when 

it was made the official trade mark registration authority for 
41 Hallamshire, a level of autonomy afforded to no other centre. 

Furthermore, in 1883, its trade mark jurisdiction was extended to 

cover other items of Iron or steel, wi th or without a cutting 
42 edge. Such authority helped these official institutions of the 

trades to reinforce their status, moral and practical, as symbols 

and upholders of all that was commercially reputable and honour­

able, whilst generally increasing the attention given to the 

Issue of trade marking. 

Thus, the revelations that Sheffield manufacturers, and 

moreover, formerly esteemed members of the same Cutlers' Company, 

were participating in commercially dishonest practices, and 

trading away Sheffield's communal reputation for their own 

profi t, were all the more shocking. The whole issue clear 1 y 

illustrates the split that was developing between those manufact­

urers and men, broadly classified by contemporaries as 'respect­

able' producers, who continued to defend and act according to 

traditional commercial values and morality, particularly in their 

concern for the value of a trading reputation based on the sale 
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