
The Mill at Wray (Back-0'-the Beck) 

Mike Goth 

Wray in Roebumdale was for many years a home to a number of small industries, such as nail 
making, swill basket manufacture, clog blocks, hat making on quite a large scale, plus silk spinning 
and bobbin turning. This is now all in the past. However, situated at O.S 604762, stands 
one of the last relics of Wray's industrial past. Ideally placed beside the fast flowing River Roebum, 
and bounded by steep, wooded, craggy slopes, Wray mill, together with a group of purpose-built 
nineteenth century cottages and the Mill Manager's house, formed a compact, small industrial 
community on the outskirts of the village (Fig. I). 

Fig 1. The Mill in its Heyday 

When and where a Mill was first established in Wray, we are not certain, but it is known that a 
fulling mill was in operation during the sixteenth century. It is recorded that: Anthony Pawley, 
Thomas Procter, Robt Mason (Jun), Robt Walker and Thomas Kerick (Jun) hold there one fulling 
Milne and pay yearly 13s 4d. (cl585). It is quite feasible that this mill was sited on or close to the site 
at present under discussion, as this is the obvious location in which to set a mill, there being quite a 
steep fall on the Roe burn at this point, which would provide a good head of water for driving such a 
mill. However, this is pure speculation on my part, and until such time as it can be verified must 
remam so. 

Referring to the Foster Map (Mapl) drawn up by B. Smith & Son, Estate Agents, Bradford, dated 
May 22nd 1870, it is obvious that much of the original Wray mill has since been dismantled. The 
main building has been shortened and the section abutting on to the Manager's House has been 
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totally removed, as has also the 'Boiler/Engine' house and chimney, which at this point must have 
been built out into the river. A small portion of this masonry can be seen today, low down on the 
right bank of the river. 

Referring to the map again, the millrace connected with the River Roebum at a weir/dam composed 
of large timbers (similar to railway sleepers) set on end, which apparently gave fairly regular 
problems, requiring frequent attention (certainly so in the late nineteenth century, as evidenced by 
entries in the 'Foxcroft' daybook). Water was also being supplied from Hunts Ghyll beck, which fed 
into a holding pond of which there is now very little evidence, other than a low banked depression 
with trees growing in it. The dam/weir on the Roebum was by-passed by a concrete fish pass or 
ladder on the left bank, sometime in the twentieth century. The leet can be seen entering the mill at 
approximately mid section; however in the photograph, Fig 2, it appears well to the left. 

Fig 2. The Old Wray Silk Mill in its derelict state before the Second World War (c.1938) 

I recall that it entered via a slot with a grid to the left of the window, via a penstock. This slot was 
somewhat narrower than the leet, and had obviously fed onto a high breast pitchback wheel, set in an 
internal wheel pit. This pit was later adapted by being rendered out, and in part used as a head tank 
for a Gilkes Turbine. This was installed low down, at or slightly below river level, in a timber-lined 
pit, and set in line with and close to the bottom of the old wheel pit in the opposite comer, together 
with a generator and switch gear. (This machine I believe was not a great success). The wastewater 
outfall from the turbine gave directly into the old tailrace. At some time in the nineteenth century 
power was supplemented by the installation of a 20 HP steam engine (see below). 

The area labelled 'Shed' on the plan, was set below the level of the road and was lit from above via 
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the usual system of north lights, as was common in most textile mills. This was evidenced by the 
'flashing channel' marks high up on the south wall. These are no longer to be seen and were most 
probably demolished at the same time as the engine house. 

At a later period in the nineteenth century a sizeable spinning shed was constructed on the opposite 
side of the road (not shown on the Map), which is now converted to a house. This still has its north 
lights, set high above the ceiling. 

The area labelled 'Croft' was, prior to the sale of the buildings, known as the Lawn Terrace and had 
been included in the gardens. The feature labelled as a culvert is in fact the tailrace from the mill, 
entering the Roeburn quite some distance down stream, as was the practice, to prevent flood water 
backing up and impeding the effectiveness of the original water wheel. The wheel pit had in part 
been cut into the bedrock on the right hand of the Roeburn and slightly below the level of the 
riverbed. This arrangement was possible due to the fairly steep fall of the river at this point, and 
would have increased the potential head. Part of this tailrace was destroyed in the disastrous flood of 
August 8th 1967, as was also the weir, leaving only the concrete fish pass on the opposite side of the 
river, opposite the point of entry of Hunts Ghyll. Kitten Bridge, which was a principle pedestrian 
access to the Mill and Cottages, was also destroyed at this time. 

This old Mill has had a varied history and was not converted from a corn mill, as was the case with 
many bobbin mills, etc. In an article published in the local press in 1887, there appears a list of 
occupiers and trades carried on at the mill. It is unfortunate that no dates are appended. The list is as 
follows: 

Mr William Dowbiggin, who was reported as 'Carding wool for the Hat Trade', a trade that was at its 
height in Wray at this time, supplying to the well-known London hatters, Christie and Co. 

With the decline in the Wray hat making industry, the mill was taken over by Mr Thomas Allbright 
(c.1793?) who used it as a cotton-processing mill. This in tum had its day, operating, it would appear, 
for little more than 3 years. The mill then was turned into a bobbin mill operated by a Mr Thomas 
Harrison, who carried on for some time, but for want of trade this also failed ( c.1797). Next a Mr 
Wrathwell enters the picture. He took over (1815?) and installed machinery for the cotton trade, 
employing a large number of women and girls. However, this cotton trade venture also failed. The 
upsurge in cotton production in the new, large Lancashire Mills around this time must have affected 
the viability of smaller units such as this, particularly with the development of the large-scale water
powered spinning machinery now being installed. Thus Wray Mill was once more put up for sale, by 
auction. An advert appearing in the Lancaster Gazette ofNovember 26th 1825, described the property 
as follows: 

Valuable Cotton Mills And Freehold Lands 

AT AND NEAR WRAY, 

TO BE SOLD BY AUCTION 

In the lots and at the time and place, to be mentioned in future 
advertisements. 
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All that Valuable and lately-erected COTTON MILL, four 
stories high, situate and 

Being at Wray, in the county of Lancaster; with the Mill Dam, 
Wear, and appurtenances, 

Therewith usually occupied, containing I r. 32p, statute measure, 
now or late in the tenure. 

Mr. Joseph Rothwell, as tenant thereof 

Included in the above sale were several ' Closes, Pieces or Parcels of arable, Meadow and Pasture 
land situate at or near Wray'. There were also eight dwelling houses plus approx 5.25 acres of 
plantations and woods near to the mill, planted with young trees of some 18 years growth (a 
temptation to any bobbin turner, as from an area of this size it would be possible to harvest approx 
57, 700 poles). There were also other enclosures etc, lying within the parish of Bentham in Yorkshire. 

However, within three months the advert had been changed from 'SALE' to 'TO BE LET' 

The advert, again in the Lancaster Gazette, read: 

TO BE LET BY PROPOSAL. 

At the house of William Waterhouse, the sign 

Of the Rose-and-Crown, in Wray, in the county 

Of Lancaster, on Friday the lOth day ofFebl826 

At four o'clock in the afternoon, in the following 

or such other lots as maybe then agreed upon; 

LOT.I 

A newly erected MILL with a plentiful supply of Water, 

for the Spinning of Cotton or Flax. Four stories high, 

situate in WRAY, aforesaid with the MILL-DAM, 

WEAR, PLANTATION and PLOTS of GROUND, 
thereto 

Adjoining, containing by estimation three roods. 

Etc. etc ....... 

Reading between the lines, the comment 'a newly erected Mill' would lead one to the conclusion that 
the mill had metamorphosed from quite a small undertaking of indeterminate date, quoted by another 
author as c.1793, into a sizable multi-story Mill, necessitating a considerable financial input (Who 
put up the money? Was it Harrison or Wrathwell? This is doubtful, as they were tenants only. Or was 
it a third party, the Homby Castle Estate?). 

Thus the mill came into the hands of a Mr Richard Whittam, who had it fitted out for the processing 
and spinning of silk, and employed some 50 hands. The silk business at this time was good and pay 
was high; a skilled hand could take home £3 per week, not an inconsiderable sum at this date. 

Unfortunately, Mr Whittam (the proprietor) met with a fatal accident, which caused the mill to pass 
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into yet other hands. Tradition has it that Mr Whittam whilst inspecting the wooded cliff on the south 
side of the Roebum slipped and fell into the river, suffering fatal injuries on the rocks below. 
Following this unfortunate event the mill came into the possession of Mr John Marr who, together 
with a Mr Jackson, carried on with the silk dressing operation. On Marr's retirement the mill together 
with other premises came into the hands of Messrs Hinde & Co, who also used it for the dressing and 
spinning of silk. They increased the power available by the installation of a 20h.p steam engine, at 
some time in the late 1830s. 

In 1850, Messrs Hinde & Co, who also had manufactories in Lancaster and treated some five 
hundred of their Lancaster employees to a day out in Wray, to meet the hands employed in the Wray 
Silk Mill, together with W.A.Hinde Esq, H. Gregson Esq, E Mason Esq, and a number of friends and 
tradesmen in Lancaster employed by the firm'. Travelling by train from Green Ayre to Wray (Wray 
at this time had a station) they were met by the Wray Mill hands together with a band and banners, 
and then went in procession to the village. Here, Messrs Hinde and their friends adjourned to the Mill 
House for lunch, whilst the operatives, it was reported; 

'sat down to a most plentiful and substantial repast, which was laid out in the open air in a field 
adjoining, at the conclusion of which the employers and the employed mixed in the merry dance, 
whilst other portions enjoyed themselves with various rustic sports, etc'. Following this, they 
reformed and processed to Homby Castle where they were shown round by Mr Pudsey Dawson (the 
owner) who was pleased to complement the workpeople on their' very respectable and comfortable 
appearance, and wished success to Mr Hinde's manufactories'. It was also reported, 'that at a little 
before nine o'clock the procession moved to the Homby station, when they were quickly brought to 
their homes at Lancaster, both parties gratified with having spent a pleasant afternoon devoted to the 
exchange of mutual good feelings'. 

When this firm gave up the mill in 1869, it was once more put on the market, an advertisement 
appearing in the Lancaster Guardian of 9th April 1870 as follows: 

VALUABLE FOR SILK SPINNERS, FLAX SPINNERS 

MANUFACTURERS, AND OTHERS 

TO BE SOLD BY AUCTION 

By Mr VINCE, 

(Unless previously disposed of by private treaty, of which due notice will be 
given) at the King's Arms Hotel, in Lancaster, on WEDNESDA Y,the 27th 

day of April, 1870, at Three o'clock in the afternoon, the 

FREEHOLD MILL OR FACTORY, 

Known as 'WRAY MILL', lately used for Spinning Silk situate at Wray, in 
the county of Lancaster, and the Boiler and Engine House, Drying House, 
Warehouse, Office, Coach house, Stabling, and Outbuildings, Reservoir and 
Right of Water belonging thereto, with Water Wheel, Steam Boiler, Steam 
Engine of 20 horse power, Shafting Gearing, and Steam Piping, and the 
whole of the Machinery. 

Also Proprietor's or Manager's RESIDENCE, with Gardens, Field, and 
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thriving Plantations and ELEVEN COTTAGES (four newly built) adjoining 
or near to the Mill; the whole containing between 5 and 6 Statute Acres. 

The Machinery comprises 3 Steam Boilers for boiling silk. Washing Rollers, 
Drying Frames, 3 Filling Engines, 32 Dressing Frames, Cutting Knife, 
Scutching Machine, Lap Machine, 16 Carding Engines, Slubbing, Drawing, 
and Roving Frames, 3 pair of Mules, containing 2,845 Spindles; Reeling 
and Doubling Frame, Grinding Engines &c &c &c. 

The Property is close to the Village of Wray, and within a mile and a half of 
the Stations at Homby and Wennington, of the Midland Railway. 

Its situation on the banks of the Roebum is very picturesque. 

The premises may be viewed on application to Mr John Dickinson, The 
Manager, and for further particulars apply to Messrs, SWAINSON and Son, 
solicitors, Lancaster. 

Lancaster, 6th April, 1870. 

In 1870 the Yorkshire firm of Davis and Conder took up the rent of the mill and used it for the 
dressing and spinning of silk. It is not clear as to whether they purchased any or all of the above 
machinery or installed new equipment at this time. However, this partnership was dissolved and Mr 
Henry Champneys Davis, who resided at Roebum Cottage, Wray, became the sole proprietor of the 
business (Fig 4). Some time later (date unknown) another entry in the local paper stated: 

Fig 3. Davis's New Spinning Shed, as it was in the 20th century, with wood stacked up for 
use in bobbin manufacture. 

'During the present year, trade has so much revived that new hands have been employed, and the mill 
is now running full time. In all about one hundred hands are employed. During Mr. Davis's tenure of 
the mill considerable improvements have been made. Amongst these improvements are a new 
dressing shed and a warehouse, which have been built on the side of the road opposite to the mill. 
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The highway at this part has been widened, consequently the approach to the mill has been 
improved.' 

This at least gives us some idea of the date of the large extension over the road (Fig 3) that has 
now been converted to living accommodation. This spinning shed received its drive via a line shaft 
running in a duct beneath the road, entering the building close to and below the point where the 
access steps enter the building on the northwest comer. In the warehouse section, the drive probably 
turned via a set of bevel gears to a vertical shaft that in tum communicated power to the overhead 
line shafting via another set of bevel gears, as was a fairly common mill practice in the nineteenth 
century. 

Mr Davis operated the business of spinning and dressing 
waste silk that was most probably obtained from the large 
processors of London and Manchester. This was then taken 
for weaving by firms outside the immediate area. It would 

, appear that everything in the garden at this time was not 

ig.4. Henry Champneys Davies & 
Wife Mill operator [Davis & Co]. 
He lived at Roebum Cottage, Wray. 

very rosy, as comment in the Lancaster Times of June 29th 
1894 stated as follows: 

The quietness of Wray still remains undisturbed, 
notwithstanding the starting of the mill. One silk dresser 
who applied in winter is still waiting to be set on work, and 
when he goes to see if they are ready for him, the invariable 
answer is - the frame they intend him to work on is not 
ready. The reason given him last time was they were 
waiting of a wheel coming. It reminds one of Arthur 
Burrows attempted invention of a locomotive of perpetual 
motion - he always found whatever addition he made to the 
thing to make it go, there was always a 'wheel short'. The 
Mill eventually closed down c.1898. The Mill foreman at 
the time of closure was one 'William Ripley', whose son 
was the Station Master at Homby, for the Midland Railway 
Co (Fig 7). 

Following closure, the Mill stood idle for two years, after which it was turned over to the production 
of bobbins and reels etc. by Mr Peter Grant, who operated it as a wood tumery from 1900 to 1923. 

Periodically used as a sawmill prior to the Second World War, the mill eventually fell into disuse and 
decay as an industrial site, becoming a home for pigeons and jackdaws, via holes in the roof and 
broken windows. 

Later a Mr Carradus of Wray (head woodsman) maintained an interest in the mill, as a good place in 
which to rear chickens. The mill was eventually sold in 1938 as part of the Homby Castle Estate, 
with the exception of the turbine, which they retained, with the 'proviso' that they could remove it 
within a six-month period. This, however, was not done (it had at this time been supplying 
electricity, albeit somewhat erratically, to Roebum Cottage). It remained in its pit right up until the 
building was sold for residential conversion, at which time Mr A. Parker, the then owner of the mill, 
suggested that it might be worth preserving. However, following inspection, it was decided that it did 
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not warrant it, with the result that the pit was filled in and the turbine buried (an interesting artefact 
for some future industrial archaeologist to find). 

Fig 5. Mill Workers' Cottages 

An interesting terrace of custom-built cottages still stands between the road and the mill headrace, all 
of which are still occupied (Fig 5). As for the Mill itself, in 1980 this was converted into two housing 
units. These units are fortunate in having a ready-built fire escape via the old external stone staircase 
on the eastern gable end that had originally served as the goods access to the mill (Fig 6). This had 

Fig 6. The East Gable. 

been fitted with a swing arm crane, the stone 
bearers for which are still in position. At the time 
of conversion it was discovered that the west 
gable wall was unstable, which necessitated its 
complete dismantling, the provision of new 
foundations and rebuilding. 

The east gable of the old mill displays well the 
original external stone staircase that provided 
three-floor access, and is now a useful and very 
convenient fire escape for the residents, as 
mentioned above. Also to be seen protruding to 
the right of the upper access door are the two stone 
bracket bearings for the swing arm crane that 
conveyed goods both in and out of the mill during 
its working years. 

During the life of the mill it has not been without 
controversy. Even in the 1880s pollution was an 
issue which caused a flow of correspondence 
between the Rural Sanitary Authority and Mr H. 
C. Davis at a meeting of the board: The Clerk said 

60 



the notice, calling upon Mr H.C.Davis, proprietor of the Wray Silk Mill, to abate the nuisance caused 
by the pollution of the River Roe burn, by soap suds flowing from his mill, had been served, and he 
had received the following letter from him:-

Wray, May 15th 1880 

Sir, 

I have your notice about the so-called pollution of the river Roe burn by the soap suds from my 
mill here. I have also seen in the papers accounts of what was said about it at the last Board meeting. 

If it can be proved that in what I tum into the river there is anything injurious when allowed to go 
in gradually and well diluted, as I am now arranging for it to do, I shall be perfectly ready to meet the 
Board's wishes and try something else. 

I dispute the assertion made at their meeting, however, and should be glad to have an opportunity 
of appearing before them and answering any question which may be put to me, and discussing the 
matter in the spirit of doing what is right. On the 29th of this month I go away for three weeks. Is 
there a meeting before then, at which I could appear, and if not will you be so good as to let me 
know whether an opportunity can be given me of explaining my side of the question? 

Yours Truly. H. C. Davis. 

The clerk then replied, saying that there would be a meeting on the 26th, to which he received the 
following letter: 

Sir, 

I find that I cannot get an analysis I am having made of my suds, and also of the water of Hunt's 
Gill, in time for the meeting tomorrow. (Hunts Gill was known locally as ' canker beck' owing to the 
amount of ferruginous matter that came from the mine at Smeer Hall). 

As I was relying upon it to lay before the Board, and it is not much use coming without it, I am 
obliged to ask them to let me defer coming before them till my return from Scotland, where I expect 
to be for three weeks, leaving here on Friday. I am having them analysed by the best analyst in 
Manchester, and ifthe analysis is unfavourable I am quite prepared to take steps to make a change. 

As. however, the same process has been going on here for the last 50 years, I cannot believe there 
is any real damage done. I am now turning the suds into the tail-race, so that they get thoroughly 
diluted, and I don't believe anybody can say that they have found fish any the worse for them below 
where the tail-race comes into the river. I used to turn them into the river 200 yards above the tail 
race, and the consequence was that in dry weather when all the water was going over the wheel the 
water standing in that 200 yards got too strong, and once or twice only I have seen fish not dead but 
sickened by it. I have altered that however, and my firm belief is that the water from Hunt's Gill is 
infinitely more injurious than my suds when properly diluted. 

And when I have the analysis I shall be able to speak more certainly and I will let the Board see 
the analysis. 

Yours Truly H.C.Davis. 

Major Whalley said he had attended that meeting for the purpose of laying a complaint in 
consequence of what had been told him by tenants, the executors of the late Mr T B Kayse, whose 
cattle had been affected by drinking the water of this river. He went on to say that two of his cows 
had died and that a post-mortem had shown that death was due to drinking the water. He then said: 

As for the matter having gone on for 50 years as Mr Davis said, that may be so, but he had never 
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heard of it before, and they had had that farm in his family a great number of years. It was a very 
serious matter and ought to be stopped. A number of other complainants said that they had had cattle 
affected by the water. One man, Mr R Brown,said: That it was so bad that it purged his cows, and 
that they were forced to drink it as there was no other water available. He had tasted the water 
himself one day, and it was very bad, neither fit for man or beast. 

Mr Kendall asked if this matter had not been brought up before, when Mr. Davis agreed to remedy 
the nuisance? Mr Thomson: It was sir, and I will tell you how it was remedied. He used to tum it out 
at midnight when we could not see it! They then gave Mr Davis one month in which to abate the 
matter, a fortnight of which had already passed. This motion was passed unanimously. Unfortunately 
I have to date been unable to ascertain the outcome of this ultimatum. 

Fig 7. Wm Ripley and family (foreman of the mill at the time of closure in 1898) His son Thomas 
(on his left) was station master at Hornby for the Midland Railway Co. 
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