
Royds Mill. (Bobbin) Middleton Road. Heysham.

. Mike Goth

This old mill was severely damaged by fire in Jan 1976.lt is thought that the fire was due to vandals who
had broken into the mill, which had stood empty since its crosure in 1973.

Mr Alfred Vandeleur Wilkinson, a Yorkshire man, together with his brothers, founded the Mill (c1905).
They moved to Heysham shortly after the construction of the Heysham Harbour and the extension of the

Midland railway from Morecambe, which gave a
good connection to the areas of Yorkshire, where
he made most of his timber purchases, some of
these from the wooded area around Coniston Cold
near Skipton. He would go away for several days
on buying expeditions, selecting suitable trees,
principally beech, birch, and ash. Other woods, ie:
teak, were imported, very conveniently via the port
of Heysham.

The bobbins produced here were supplied to the
cotton industry, mostly to the mills of Lancashire
through the 1930s, with the larger bobbins going to

i the woollen mills of Yorkshire, they also had quite
i a thriving export trade, shipping out large

quantities of bobbins, to India Through "Ormerods
(India) Ltd. Bombay." who acted as their sole
agent on the subcontinent.

The Wilkinson family had for many years operated
a wood turning mill situated at Booth Bridge,
Thornton in Craven, Yorkshire.

The advent of the Harbour and the Railway
(1894-1904) must have played a large parr in the
decision to establish a new mill at Heysham.

Quite an extensive variety of bobbins etc, were
produced by Wilkinson Bros, ranging from quite

small puns for the cotton spinning, and weaving industries, to large bobbins of varying shapis irom tall and
thin, to the large compound bobbins which were not turned out of the solid but built up of ieparate sections
that were tumed individually, then fitted and glued together, many with metal inserts and metal flanged rims.
These larger items were mainly for the woollen trade and were varnished and painted, a task undertaken by
women and girls.
Bobbins made here, (unlike many of the older lgth century, local and Lake District mills) did not use
coppice timber as a raw material but more mature trees specially selected, mostly in Yorkshire. This timber
was then brought by rail to the yard to be sawn, and then seasoned on the mill site, in preparation for turning.

Left: Wilkinson's Mill at Booth Bridge, Thornton in Craven.

The Mill building itself was purpose built, close to the site of an older
corn mill at (sD 416 602). The new mill being constructed in red brick,
it was a large building of six bays, and followed the building practice
commonly in use at this time in weaving sheds, with lighting being
provided overhead from north light windows forming the full length of
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one side of the roof of each bay. This housed the main production area, power being proved by overhead line
shafting conveying drive to the machines by an elaborate mass of belting. This was common mill practice
everywhere at this time, and prior to the general use of electric power being provided by individual motors.
The prime mover for all this shafting was a steam engine, housed externally, and fired by coal, plus waste
from the mill. The saw mill (attached to the main mill building) was also powered by this engine.

At the beginning of the 20th century Heysham was little more that a smallish fishing village, therefore the
Mill must have provided a welcome source of employment for many members of the population. I believe
that a number of members of any one family could be employed, with the men and boys cutting and turning,
whilst mothers and daughters varnished, painted, and prepared the bobbins etc, for despatch.
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At the time of closure, some sixty souls were employed at Royds Mill, many had left school to work in the
mill and had remained there until retirement, or, as in this case redundancy.

Closure was brought about by the brothers Cecil Vandeleur, and Clement Wilkinson, together with their
cousin Harry, (who were all of similar age) wishing to take retirement. The sons, wishing to update the mill
decided that the financial investment that would be required for new plant, ie: electrification, and the
replacement of the ageing steam engine, replacement of the old overhead lineshaft drives and belts, then
re-equipping the lathes and other machines with individual electric motor drives, would not be economical. It
was therefore decided to set up a completely new mill elsewhere, thus the firm took over the old redundant
Railway Station, on the abandoned Appleby to Bowes line at Kirkby Stephen.

What can we see of Royds Mill today? Nothing! As noted above. Following closure the mill suffered, (as do
so many abandoned buildings) from vandalism, being severely damaged by fire. The mill buildings were
finally destroyed to make way for the construction of the new, Heysham dual carriage way bypass road,
which passes directly over the site.

Incidentally, although the Willkinsons built the mill, it was named Royds Mill as a mark of respect for the
well-known Heysham family, of Royds from whom they purchased the land on which it was constructed.
My thanks must go to Mrs Audrey Langhorn, of Wray, (nee Wilkinson and daughter of Cecil V.) for
providing me with an in depth insight into her family's business. One other survivor of the Wilkinson family
associated with the mill is Mrs Betty George(Nee Wilkinson).
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