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HousGS, Wray

Mike Goth

Mill Houses is a small, attractive settlement of scattered
houses, on the northern bank of the river Hindburn, nestling
beneath the steep wooded slopes that lie to the south. It is
approached from Wray via the 86480 road to Bentham.
Doubtless this small group of dwellings grew up around the
mill from which it takes its name. The mill, a long low
single-storied building, most probably purpose built as a

bobbin mill, and not converted as so many other mills have been, has sadly now disappeared almost without
trace.

Who built this small country mill? I have to date been unable to ascertain this. Certainly in the l9m century,
this mill seems to have been in the occupancy of "John & Thomas Coupland", betweenl858 - 1877,judging
by the entries in the "Foxcroft " daybook.'The Foxcrofts, localjoiners, carried out several repairs to the water
wheel, laid a floor at the mill, and seem to have provided substantial quantities of raw and boiled linseed oil,
paint, and varnish. Foxcrofts also seem on occasions to have supplied "wood for bobbins". A change of
owner/tenant may well have taken place in or around 1878 as a new heading entry in the day book says
"Edward Dixon (Bobbin Turner)". In the period 1878/1881 there are a number of entries for materials
supplied and maintenance work carried out. The entry for January llth 1881 is interesting; it is as follows:
"New Gate 5'0" x 2'9" and making and fixing a steam pipe. l0 shillings and six pence".

The reference to a steam pipe is intriguing, as I have found no reference to a steam engine at this mill. In fact
the only engine in the district seems to have been the one at Wray Silk Mill.

In February 1 88 I a pulley was " Felloed " (replacement of one or more of the curved pieces of wood that form
the rim of a pulley) and in March of the same year they were installing a"Lathe Frame"

In the latter half of the 19ft century the Mill at Mill Houses was part of the Hornby Castle Estate and was
sold in 1938, when the whole estate came under the hammer. It was put up as Lot 105, with the following
description: 2

The House:

Outside:
The Mill:

annum, plus €5 per annum interest on repairs to turbine.
Outgoings: Tithe Redemption Annuity 2d.

The Mill was purchased by a Mr
Ireton, who I am informed used
the turbine for a short period to
generate electricity. At what date
the turbine was installed I do not
know. It did replace an ancient
overshot wheel, both being
provided with water from the
Hindburn via a leet. Mrs Platt
(Daughter of W.B.Dixon,) now in
her 90's and living in Brookhouse,
recalls the old wheel in position,
but not working; she also recalls
that during one vety cold winter
the water dripping from the

On the ground floor - Sitting Room, Living Room, Kitchen, Scullery and Washhouse.
On the first floor: Four Bedrooms.
Earth Closet. Barn and good Garden.

This is built of stone with slated roof and comprises: Machine Room, Saw Mill,
Firewood Shed and Drying Shed. lt is fitted with a turbine and main shafting
which has recently been re-modelled.
Let on a yearly 11th February tenancy to Mr. W.B. Dixon at a rent of €30 per
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overhead trough had frozen into a spectacular curtain of
icicles. Mr William Birkett Dixon, who lived at "Poplar
House", Wray, had inherited the tenancy of the Mill from
his father Mr [Edward ?] Dixon.

Towards the end of its life the mill had given up the
production of bobbins; instead they were manufacturing
broom and brush handles. During the last few years, prior
to its final closure, the mill only operated sporadically,
with three employees, commercial production ceasing
ca.193718. Final closure was in the early 1940s. One of
the last employees at Mill Houses was a Jack Walmsley
who lived in Gressingham. He apparently cycled to work
each day, come rain or shine. One Roger Kenyon was
another employee at this time.

However, Jack Walmsley's efforts were exceeded by a
lad called George Berry, who was taken on as an

apprentice ca.1833. It was during his employ in this mill
that he was admitted as a member of the Independent
Church, Lancaster, under the Rev. Samuel Bell. In order

to attend services he had to present himself at the High Street Chapel, walking a distance of eleven miles each
way. He later became well known in nonconformist circles as the Rev. George Berry, dying in Darwen in
February 1885 at the age of 74 years.

What do we know about the mill itselfl Little, if anything, remains to be seen. It was,I am informed, a long,
low, single story building with windows down one side, beneath which would be set the lathes in a line. These
were driven by belts from a series of pulleys fixed on a lineshaft running in bearings supported by the roof
trusses, and installed below the apex of the building (as was normal practice). Line shaft speeds varied but
little, and were in the order of 390 to 400 rpm. Drive pulley diameters were also fairly constant being from 28

to 36ins. Driven pulleys varied from 3.5 ins. to 4.5ins.
diameter. Working at a lathe that was rotating at a speed of
perhaps 3500 rpm, being driven by a belt that was moving
at a linear speed in excess of 1000 feet per minute,
unguarded, and close to your left ear, was indeed a

hazardous occupation, as were most of the operations
undertaken in mills of this type. Apart from this, the large

amount of wood turnings that accumulated in copious
quantities, behind lathes, and on the floor, littering benches

and beams etc, presented an ever present and tremendous
potential fre hazard - a fate that had befallen more than
one wood turning enterprise

These photographs taken in the Mill at Ulpha in the
Duddon Valley give a very graphic illustration of the kind
of conditions to be found in mills similar to Mill Houses

Mill.

Note also the use of "Swill Baskets" for bobbin transport.
These were standard in most mills and were made locally,
as yet another woodland industry. Wray was a very active
centre for swill making at this time.
The machine being operated, right, is a Braithwaite Semi-
Automatic Boring Machine It is uncertain that a machine
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of this kind was ever employed at Mill Houses mill.

Left is a photograph of the Mill the only one that I
have been able to locate.

Although it has been severely folded and damaged, it
does however give a good impression of the mill
building, which at this time was falling into a
dilapidated state and was filled with wood litter and
scrap etc. The shovel is leaning againstthe stocks ofa
very early hand lathe. The low headroom can be
judged by the height of the young man standing to the
left, at the rear of the building; it can have been little
more than seven feet or so.

The young man in the photograph is Mr Roy Dixon,
whose father W.B.Dixon was the tenant and the last
operator of the Mill. Roy never went into the business
but instead became a much respected and sought after
plumber (and friend) with a ready sense of humour.
He resided at Bull Bank in Wray to the end of his life.

The Dixon family photographed to the rear of Poplar House, Wray.

standing ? in front of window W.B. Dixon.

Middle row seated ? Mr E Dixon, Grandson Stanley ? Mrs Dixon

seated on ground, Mrs W.B. Dixon (baby) Roy ? son Donald.

,|

Mr T Robinson of Wray, who supplied some of the photographs.
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