
A previously unrecorded silk mill in the Lower Lune Valey

by Philip J Hudson

Early Industrial activity in the Lower Lune Valley and the sites
associated with it have been well researched over the years by
many workers, so the finding of information on a new mill site
is a rarity, for it is generally accepted that the sites oflndustrial
Revolution Period Mills and the earlier corn grinding mill sites
have all been located and recorded.

However, recent archive research by the writer has brought to
light evidence for yet another mill, working silk, on a site at
Wennington.

The evidence is found in the unpublished diary ofGeorge Smith,
who was manager and agent for Marsden and Wright at Hornby
Castle in the first half of the lgth Century.

Like many men in his position he kept the estate accounts and
records, but he also kept a diary of events and the comings and
goings at the Castle and his own activities on a daily basis.

The first information that Smith gives on the working of a Silk
Mill at Wennington is in an entry dated the l3th January l82l:

"John Skirrow called in the evening that he intended to pay
Mr. Marsden the halfyear's rent in arrears as soon as he could
sell his machinery in the Silk Mill at Wennington and hoped
that the succeeding year would not be charged to him."

Good evidence that there is a working silk mill in Wennington
Village, but one odd reference is not perhaps enough, it might
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be a mistake, but there is more in the Diary for on February 4th
1821, there is the entry:

"John Skirrow for Wray called upon me about the arrears of
the rent (for the Silk Mill at Wennington) due from him to Mr.
Marsden,"

Smith writes again on February 7th:

"John Skirrow called and left flO (a Wrksworth note) on
account ofrent ofWenningon Silk Mill, he begged Mr. Wright
to excuse him the last years rent, but Mr. Wright told him that
he must pay the whole arrears (One and half years rent
t22.l.o)."

It appears that Skirrow has operated this mill for some time
and has a short lease by agreement of more than one year to
which he is contractually committed.

It is obvious that Mr. Skirrow is in financial difficulties and is
seeking to move out of this activity and the premises as soon
as possible.

However, there is one diary entrywhich mayplace John Skirrow
in occupation some two years eadier, Smith records on January
4th. 1819.

"John Skirrow promised to pay half years rent at candlemas
next."

Is this also relating to Skirrow's Silk Mill rent, and further
proofthat Skirow is always behind with payments, and always
in some financial difficulty?
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Skinow appears to find an answer to his problems by interesting
another person, a Mr Thomas Albright (l), in the purchase of
his goods and machinery there, and by this action realising the
cash to pay off the overdue part of his debt to Mr Marsden.
This is supported by another entry by Smith dated February
22nd 1821.
"A Mr Albright oflancaster called about the goods in the Silk
Mill at Wennington which he had bought from John Skirrow.',

Albright appears to have bought Skirrow out for cash, as
there is an entry in Smiths dairy dated February 23rd l82l:
"John Skirrow called in the evening and paid tl2 2s 0d. (the
rest of his arrears of rent for Wennington Silk Mill)."

Cash which we can assume he has raised from Mr Albright.

Another entry in Smith's diary almost ayear later, allows us to
speculate further on the Mill site.
January l5th 1822.
"Thomas Albright called and said he would keep on the Silk
Mill at Wennington."
It looks as though Thomas Albright has not only purchased the
goods and machinery atthe mill but has been working the site
until the end of Skirrow's original lease, and that he is hoping
to keep the Silk Mill at Wennington running for another term.
There is an entry in the diary dated May l6th lB22:
"Mr Albright called in the evening."
But there is no comment on what he called about, but there is
another later entry which is relevant:
Thursday May 30th 1822'.
"Mr Thomas Albright called and paid Ll4 l4s 0d one years
rent for Wenningon Silk Mill."
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Unfortunately there is no further mention of what transpired
after this date, as this is the last diary entry on this subject.
We can however, speculate that Adbright is still working the
mill and intends to carry on doing so, possibly until the end

of 1823.

This is a possible fault of George Smith in that he only appears

to record items which he thinks are important at the time of his

writing, or items which are an everyday occurrence, even
mundane to the reader today. He often includes long accounts
which are meat and drink to the historian and then the odd
snippet ofenticing new information and never mentions anything
about it again.

As to the exact location ofthis Silk Mill, there is a problem. If
one assumes it is water powered then it must be linked in with
the works ofthe Wennington Corn Mill, usually referred to as

Cravens Mill (2), due to the restrictions of getting water to the
site.

Site information recorded by the writer when surveying the
Water Corn Mill works some years ago, found the usual set up
expected.
However, it was noted at the time that there were some oddities
in the layout of the water works system on the downstream
side after the water had left the main corn mill site.

There is a large pond with an outlet under a stone barrel vaulted
bridge which carries the old road to Clintsfield, and a tail race

which can only lead the water away from the corn mill site.

This oddity in the works was not persued at the time as this
area on the River Wenning's north bank is constricted by the
river cliffand the present day main road. There could also have

been some reorganisation ofthe corn mill's water supply system

in the 1840's by the railway works.
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The area to the south ofthe corn mill was also a problem, even
though there were many man made features on the ground.
These were interpreted as works for access to the Clintsfield
Colliery and later, in connection with the building ofthe railway
line, which not only damaged the whole area, but involved
building an embankment, cutting off the old road system,
demolishing a bridge and altering the course of the River
Wenning.

A further site visit this year has not really produced many new
clues, except that it does seem feasible that ifthe Silk Mll was
next to the corn mill site it would have to be sited adjoining
and immediately downstream of the pond and tail race.
There is plenty of flat land here and there are traces ofbuilding
stone in this general area, but the site has been used as the
municipal tip and local rubbish dump for many years, and has
also been contaminated by stone, slate and other debris from
the remains of the old corn mill buildings.

Another possibility is that this is the site of the Silk Mill, but it
did not run for very long after 1823, andthe site was converted
to a small corn grinding mill, as there is some evidence to
suggest that the Hornby Castle Estates had a large corn mill
and a small corn mill on the Wennington site by the l g30's (see
G. Smith's diary elsewhere).

It is, however, possible for a mill to be sited on the Hornby
side ofthe village, before the railway line was built, but it would
not be able to take advantage of the water system from the
corn mill or via another headrace from the River Wenning.
Unfortunately if there was a building here the railway works,
the present station area, and the site of the new Railway
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Hotel would have destroyed all the evidence.

Another possibility is seen in the present day place name
evidence in Wennington village itself, there is a Mill Farm in
Bulmer's Directory (3) and a building called Mill House
adjoining it today.
Neither ofthese buildings appear to have been capable of being
used as a Silk Mill, they have been altered and reroofed, but
again it is difEcult to see any form ofwater power being available
to this site.
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