
Straw Plaiting – Soulbury’s Shame

There had been straw plaiters in Soulbury since at least the early 1800’s.  This 
‘cottage industry’ came to England from Europe sometime in the late seventeenth 
century finding favour in particular in the counties of Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire and 
Buckinghamshire.  It received a boost during the Napoleonic wars when European 
imports of plait and straw hats were limited.  It took hold in Soulbury such that over 
fifty straw plaiters and twenty-two lace makers were recorded there in the 1841 
Census.  In the mid 1800’s lacemaking gave way to plaiting as the principal occupation 
of wives and daughters of agricultural labourers.  Plaiters were found in almost every 
village in Northeast Buckinghamshire, North Hertfordshire and South Bedfordshire.  
Outside of these three counties straw plaiting was much less common.

It was not until the Children’s Employment Commission, set up in 1843, got around 
to investigating straw plaiting twenty years later that the true extent of the harm 
done by it to women and children plaiters became known.  In the 1870’s the 
Commission reported that the evils of child labour in straw plaiting were ‘the worst 
and least excusable …. throughout all the areas of economic activity in the land’.  
Considering the terrible conditions of child labour that had been found earlier in the 
factories of the industrial cities this is a remarkable and alarming claim.  Soulbury, 
pretty picturesque Soulbury, was amongst the worst places for child labour and 
exploitation in the country.  

Today old photographs are found which show aged, poker-faced women posing in 
front of their cottages recreating images of their former industry as plaiters.  To 
modern eyes it looks like a rural idyll.  It was, however, an activity that denied poor 
village children a childhood and an education; and trapped those initiated into it, into 
a life of working very long hours and low status. It gave the women a poor reputation 
for lax morals and the lowest social standing.

Straw plaiting involved taking strands of specially prepared, bleached and flattened 
straw, which were then braided or plaited by hand into strips.  Working the straws 
required nimble fingers.  Frequently, straw plaiters’ fingers and mouths got cut.  The 
straws could be brittle, requiring dampening to stop them splitting or breaking.  
Swiping the straw through the mouth usually did the trick.  The prepared straws still 
often had traces of sulphur on them, which had been used in the bleaching process.  

During the mid to late nineteenth century evidence began to accumulate of the 
dangers to health of straw plaiting.  Death rates of female straw plaiters were almost 
50% higher than of women in the population as a whole.  Illness was also much more 
common in straw plaiters than in men of the same age and the population in general.  
The fact that most of those who laboured in this cottage industry were young 
children and women made these occupational hazards even more of a concern to 
Victorian reformers.

Writing about conditions in all of the cottages at Hollingdon and Soulbury in 1875, 
the Health Inspector for the Leighton Buzzard Union said “We found the cottages in 
a bad state of repair and very foul from smoke and dirt; and at several they were 
entirely without closet accommodation.  There is very little drainage provided…” 
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Women and young children were labouring in these conditions up to 18 hours a day, 
most days of the year. Unsurprisingly chronic illnesses were rife amongst them. 

Straw plaiters were more likely to die of tuberculosis (the commonest cause of death 
in Victorian times) than other groups.  Cancers of the mouth and throat were more 
common too.  Martha Syrett, an elderly straw plaiter of Hollingdon was known to 
have died of cancer of the tongue.  Illnesses such as chronic dyspepsia, anaemia, and 
scrofula were commonplace amongst plaiters.  Children introduced to straw plaiting 
at an early age were more likely to ‘feeble and retarded in their development’.  This 
was not ‘feeble and retarded’ in comparison with today’s healthy well-fed children but 
in comparison with generally undernourished children at large in nineteenth century 
England.

There were specific techniques of plaiting which had to be learned for the different 
uses of the plait strips, which were mostly assembled into hats and bonnets in 
factories.  Plaits from Soulbury would find their way to hat factories in nearby Luton 
and Dunstable.  It was also not unusual for bonnets to be sewn together by young 
women in a village for local use.  In 1871 two bonnet sewers were living in Soulbury 
village.  They were fourteen-year-old Emma Allen and her sister, eighteen-year-old 
Sarah Allen.

It was a highly structured industry.  Only particular types of straw were used and 
prepared by specialist workers for plaiting.  The prepared straws were distributed 
and sold to individual plaiters by straw plait dealers.  Most dealers were based in 
local market towns and they each worked a few local villages.  Sometimes a dealer 
was local to a village.  In Soulbury in 1871 the enterprising Bethia Robinson of 
Hollingdon was a straw plait dealer whose patch included Soulbury.  The plait dealer 
would tell the plaiters what sorts of plaits were needed by the hat factories at that 
time as fashion and demand changed.  They, or the women plaiters, and would take 
the braids to specialist plait markets in local towns from where they found their way 
to the bonnet manufacturers in factories in Luton.  Soulbury straw plait was usually 
sold at the thriving regular plait market in Leighton Buzzard.

Straw plaiting was so significant to the local economy that the Leighton Buzzard 
Observer carried regular reports of straw and plait prices at market, just like they 
did for cattle and sheep.  However, most of the plaiters were illiterate so they would 
have not been able to read these reports.  One such example of a plait market 
report was found in the Leighton Buzzard Observer of January 10 1865.  The 
specialised vocabulary of the trade is self-evident.

‘Dunstable Plait Market Prices January 4, 1865

A better attendance than last week at about the same rates.  Devons, splits and speckled 
sorts of plait mostly called for.  Single plait 3d to 9d per score.  Coloured Chinese pearl 8d 
to 1s 4d.  Smooth rock Bedford 2s to 2s 8d.  Twist 8d to 1s 11d.  Broad improved rice 8d to 
1s 4d.  Narrow Luton 10d to 1s 8d.  Speckled sorts 4½ d to 10d. Split 8d to 1s 8d. Devon 
8d to 1s 6d. Smooth patent 1s 6d to 2s 2d. Straws 2d to 1s per bunch.’
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Children learned to plait at a very early age – typically from 3½ to 4 years of age.    
There were one or two so-called ‘plaiting schools’ in most villages where children 
learned plaiting skills and some hymns and not much else.  In 1871 there were two 
plait schools in Soulbury.  They were wrongly called ‘schools’.  In reality they were 
unhealthy, crowded workshops, which exploited the children and became recognised 
as such by the late 1860’s.  One plait school in Soulbury was run by 68-year-old 
Martha Orchard and her 35-year-old daughter in law, Eliza Orchard.  The other was 
run by 32-year-old Betsy Evans of Hollingdon.  More usually the plait mistresses were 
older illiterate women who could not have taught any intellectual skills to the 
children.

Children from age 4 worked long hours in the plait schools.  The very young children 
attended such those in Soulbury for eight hours a day from 8am - 12 noon and then 
from 1pm – 5 pm.  Older children continued to work in the plait school up to 9pm 
or 11pm or later in busy times. 

Straw plait schools were extremely unhealthy places.  Usually a school was in a 
poorly ventilated small cottage room.  Betsy Evans’s school in Soulbury village was in 
a lean-too with tiny windows next to the grocer’s shop near the Boot Inn.  Children 
were squeezed in like ‘sheep in an Islington pen’ to quote a witness from 
Bedfordshire reporting to the Children’s Employment Commission.  They sat in rows 
stooped over their work, breathing shallowly.  Sometimes they chanted rhymes.  
Ventilation and lighting were usually poor, as was the case with Betsy’s school.  

Conditions in plait schools were so bad that these places were included in the remit 
of the 1867 Workshop Regulation Act.  Initially prosecutions were few and far 
between.  It so happened that the Act was introduced at a time when demand for 
plait (and therefore for places at plait schools) was in at a low point, so at that time 
there was no incentive for owners to ignore the regulations.  Also, parents who 
supplemented family income from their children’s labours as learner plaiters were 
naturally reluctant to report any abuses.  Furthermore, the number of inspectors was 
far too few to go round.  In Buckinghamshire, it was not until a few years later that 
the local Inspectors of Nuisances intervened, seeking prosecutions on the grounds 
overcrowding and dangers to health.  Betsy Evans was found guilty in such a 
prosecution in 1872, as was a Mrs Syrett the mistress of a plait school in Wing.  The 
writing was on the wall for plait schools in Soulbury.

During the hay-days of the plait schools the children brought straw from home and 
plaited it under the instruction of the mistress.  They took the completed plait home 
for their mothers to sell.  It cost a mother in Soulbury about 3 pence a week to put 
a young child in the plait school.  In good times they could sell that child’s plait for 
about one shilling a week, making about a nine pence profit per child.  Clearly it was 
worth having children – the more the better.

Straw plaiting was an essential part of family life for the women and children of 
agricultural workers.  Their earnings were a major factor in significantly swelling the 
family income, much more than just supplementing the meagre and sometimes 
intermittent income of their husbands.  In 1870 a wife, such as Anne Cator of 
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Soulbury village earned 8 to 12 shillings per week from plaiting. An older child, such 
as 14-year-old Caroline Guess of Soulbury village earned 6 to 8 shillings in a good 
week.  A young child learning to plait, such as Lizzie Robinson, age 5, of Ragmore 
probably earned up to 1 shilling and six pence per week.  At this time an agricultural 
labourer in Soulbury earned 10 to 11 shillings per week.  

By the age of 13 or 14 girls became plaiters in their own account.  The Children’s 
Employment Commission investigations into straw plaiting noted that often female 
plaiters of that age in the Bedfordshire area left the family home to board with 
friends at a cost of three shillings a week.  There is some but limited evidence of this 
in the 1871 Soulbury Census, though there are some examples found in earlier 
censuses.  One such was an older woman (Mrs Bone) in Hollingdon who took in two 
young teenage plaiters to form a household or a factory of plaiters.

Teenage girls in Soulbury who plaited made ready money and were capable of being 
independent of their parent’s income.  In this sense they were free of some family 
ties so could live an independent life of sorts.  This was seen as a source of moral and 
social danger by social reformers and the church.

Plaiting did not require any machinery or specialist equipment so it could be 
undertaken anywhere, though predominantly it was carried out in the home.  It also 
could be undertaken whilst doing other activities.  A young mother could plait as she 
looked after her young children.  However, plaiters need not be house bound or 
restricted to working in a workshop.  A teenage girl could take her plaiting out of the 
home to wherever she fancied.  Soulbury teenage plaiters would gather together to 
chat whilst working.  This was seen as another source of moral danger for them, 
being out of sight and supervision of their mothers.  However, in the main, plaiting 
was carried out indoors in the poorly ventilated and tiny rooms of the cottage.  In 
cold weather plaiters, sat for many hours huddled over small, improvised heaters 
containing hot firewood and ashes that they placed on the floor beneath their long 
skirts!

The Children’s Employment Commission was particularly concerned that children 
brought up to be straw plaiters knew nothing else and had no hope of self-
improvement.  They had been kept out of such local formal schools that existed to 
attend plait schools when demand for plait was high, where they spent many long 
hours working.  Not only did they lack any basic education; they also had no 
grounding in domestic skills.  Almost the only skill they did have was plaiting.  It was a 
role that trapped them.  They couldn’t even go into service because they did not 
know about or have any domestic skills such as cleaning, cooking or child care.  Being 
illiterate when it was increasingly common place for children to read and write was a 
further limitation on their employability. 

Plaiting girls in villages were often described as being untidy and dirty in appearance 
and neglectful of personal care in matters such as washing and mending.  In today’s 
language they were an ‘underclass’ - but they were an underclass which had some 
disposable income.
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In 1871 over 30,000 plaiters were recorded in the Census’s of Bedfordshire, 
Hertfordshire and Buckinghamshire.  However, a major structural decline in the 
home plaiting industry was occurring with cheap imports coming in from Europe.  By 
the early 1880’s the threat was from China, where enterprising dealers had geared up 
plait production for the expanding American market.  At first the quality and range of 
styles wasn’t high but by 1881 they had improved significantly to be able to get a 
foothold in and challenge home producers in the well-established high-quality English 
market.  As the ‘The Hatter’s Gazette’ of Luton put it in November 1881, recent 
imports from China showed that ‘the heathen Chinese were able to make any pattern if 
they once took hold of it’.  However, the Gazette believed that there would always be 
demand for high quality English plait.  It was not to be so.  By 1901 barely a few 
hundred straw plaiters remained in the three counties.  The young people that the 
Commission feared would be trapped in a lifetime of plaiting were free to move on - 
if they could. 

Much has been written about the claims that being a plaiter was a mark of low social 
status.  Being a plaiter was also popularly described as an activity of women whose 
morals were lax and amongst whom were found the highest illegitimacy rates.  This 
may be illustrated by the 1871 Census of Soulbury.  All bar one or two of those 
single women with children in the Soulbury census were straw plaiters.  In 
Hollingdon, for example, two single women who were straw plaiters had seven living 
illegitimate children between them!  The widespread view of the lax morality of straw 
plaiters was commented on in a Parliamentary Commissions into the industry and 
readily repeated in the local press.  The church did not hold back either with local 
vicars frequently speaking out.  An example can be found in the comments of the 
vicar of Soulbury in the 1880’s in which it is clear how straw-plaiters had become 
demonised.  At a temperance society meeting in 1883 the local Vicar, Reverend Perry, 
pointedly said that chastity was binding on all and the young women and girls of the 
village should regard ‘virtue as dearer than life’.  He was speaking of agricultural 
labourers’ daughters most of whom were straw plaiters.  A Mr Knight, a visitor to the 
district, reporting to the Children’s Employment Commission, summed it up as 
follows – ‘  It is that these unattended females have a low standard of excellence.  
Their minds are wholly uncultivated.  They have an absurd rivalry in dress which takes 
the place of mental improvement.’  So much did the activity become stereotyped that 
by the start of the twentieth century that it is said that women who had been 
plaiters earlier in their lives preferred not to admit it.  

Some 31 people are described as straw plaiters in the 1871 Census.  They are named 
below.

Surname Forename Age Address Occupation of Head of 
Household

Cater Ann 41 Soulbury village 7 Agricultural labourer

Mary 18
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Chapell Ann 30 Soulbury village 3 Shoemaker

Coleman Mary 24 Little Hollingdon 1 Agricultural Labourer

Collins Mary 38 Soulbury village 27 Pauper

Collins Mary 17 Soulbury village 47 Agricultural Labourer

Druce (?) Fanny 22 Broad Oak Cottage 2 Agricultural Labourer

Hannah 15

Elliott Mary 55 Soulbury village 10 Agricultural Labourer

Sarah 18

Mary 15

Guess Caroline 14 Soulbury village 19 Agricultural Labourer

Line Eliza 23 Soulbury village 45 Agricultural Labourer

Matilda 14

Orchard Sarah 66 Soulbury village 15 Straw plaiter

Orchard Louisa 30 Soulbury village 20 Agricultural Labourer

Presswell Catherine 40 Soulbury village 11 Straw Plaiter

Robinson Hannah 55 Great Hollingdon 8 Straw Plaiter

Catherine 33

Robinson Betsy 26 Ragmore 1 Agricultural Labourer
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Of the 31 straw plaiters 28 were female and 3 were male.  They range in ages from 5 
to 69, with the average age being 27.7 years.  Just over a third of all plaiters were 
aged between 10 and 19.  Almost a half of them was aged 20 or less.

How far does the evidence from the Census accurately describe the numbers of 
straw plaiters in Soulbury?  Very probably more individuals were engaged in plaiting 
than the 31 who said so.  Analysis shows that at most another fifty-four straw plaiters 
(wives and children) could be hidden by replies given in the Census, making a total of 
eighty-five plaiters.  Conservatively one could estimate that some fifty to seventy 
females of all ages in Soulbury were self-employed plaiters making a significant 
contribution to the income of their families and to the economy of the village.  
Moreover, they contributed considerably, by reputation, to the perceived low moral 
standards of their class and to the scope for change sought by moralists and social 
reformers.

Robinson Jane 14 Ragmore 2 Agricultural Labourer

Thomas 11

Esther 9

Lizzie 5

Rowe Sarah 20 Soulbury village 7 ?? Agricultural Labourer

Simons Sarah 69 Soulbury village 16 Straw plaiter

Kate 29

Stone Mary 61 Soulbury village 17 Agricultural Labourer

Turney Esther 19 Soulbury village 21 Agricultural Labourer

Wallace John 15 Broad Oak Cottage 2 Agricultural Labourer

Joseph 12
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