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INTRODUCTION 

Two earlier papers have been published in Contrebis on Forge Bank Mill at Halton
on-Lune, near Lancaster (Price 1980; 1990). In the 1980s, the majority of the 
buildings were still standing, although the superb chimney went in 1981. In the course 
of the early 1990s, the top three-quarters of the site was cleared and today little 
remains of what was the largest mill complex in the Lune valley, outside Lancaster. 
The last standing buildings from this factory, situated at the southern end and 
formerly occupied by the Luneside Engineering Works, were in the course of 
demolition in 2008. 

When the earlier contributions to Contrebis were written, it was not possible to 
include photographs with the articles. Today, with the improvements that have been 
made in Desk Top publishing, photographs of a high quality can be reproduced in 
Contrebis; as a result, it is possible to make available to a wider audience than before 
photographs of buildings that are no longer in existence. The aim of this article, 
therefore, is to publish a number of photographs of this mill (which was not possible 
even as late as 1990), together with a commentary. 

Water-powered Cotton Manufacture in North Lancashire 

The invention of the Water Frame by Richard Arkwright and its patenting in 1769 
ushered in the Industrial Revolution within the cotton industry with the development 
of mechanised factories. As a consequence, from the 1770s, large numbers of cotton
spinning mills were erected in the north of England (Price 1983, 14). Initially, such 
mills were water-powered and sought a location near a water-supply, such as the 
River Lune and its tributaries. Later, the application of the steam engine by Boulton 
and Watt to power cotton-spinning machinery led to the major growth of the industry 
on the Lancashire Coalfield. At some of the rural mills - for example, Willow Mill at 
Caton and Do lphinho lme - a steam engine was added later to provide additional 
power (Price 1983, 23). In the lower Lune valley, cotton mills were built at Caton, 
Halton, Wray and Burton in Lonsdale. Elsewhere, there was silk at Galgate, flax at 
Bentham and worsted yarn at Dolphinholme. 

Like Arkwright at Cromford (Derbyshire), in addition to the mill itself, many mill
owners erected housing for their workers (Price 1985/6, 11). In many such cases, a 
limited amount of housing was erected in or close by the village or town in which the 
mill was built. At Caton, there is Wesley Row, Margaret and Thurtle Folds, as well as 
the row of cottages in Broadacre built by Samuel Gregg (Price 1983; 1985/6). Only at 
Dolphinholme and Calder Vale (Beeden 1980), where there was no pre-existing 
village and thus no source of accommodation for their workforce, were the owners 
forced to create a mill village, as Arkwright had done earlier at Cromford. 

The History of the Mill 

In 1779, an Iron Forge was built on the River Lune, taking power for its machinery 
from a leet running off Forge Weir (Price 1982, 25). By 1824, an advertisement 

57 

---



appeared in the Lancaster Gazette (20 November 1824) for letting this Forge; this lists 
six wheels, two fineries, four bloom hearths, two tilting hammers and three cylinder 
bellows. All of these would have been water-powered. As there do not seem to have 
been any takers for the lease, the Forge was subsequently sold and a textile mill was 
built on the site in c 1825, using the weir on the river. 

In 1825, Forse (the local name) Bank Mill and 12 cottages were leased to Thomas and 
Edward Atkinson of Holme Mills. These 'newly erected buildings' were used for flax 
and twine, unlike Low Mill which had been spinning cotton from 1791 (Aspin 2003, 
23). Low Mill at Halton was probably one of the two mills erected in the village in 
1744 and 1753 by the Lord of the Manor, William Bradshaw. On the death of 
Bradshaw, the Halton Estate (including Forse Bank Mill) was purchased by John 
Swainson, a cotton manufacturer from Preston. We know that, by 1841, there was 
cotton spinning at Forse Bank with 54 workers, 25 of whom lived at Forse Bank 
Cottages. By 1851, the Census records 76 inhabitants of the cottages, of whom 31 
were in cotton manufacturing. In Halton, there were a further 34 people employed in 
the manufacture of cotton. The Mill was closed in 1866, due to the Cotton Famine, 
although it did not have another change of ownership until the death of Swainson in 
1868 (Price 1980; 1990). In the following year, Stockdale and Wolfendale of the 
Lancaster Oilcloth Company in Ridge Mill at Lancaster were making table baize or 
oilcloth at Forse Bank Mill using the cotton cloth made there . 

. Figure 1: View of the Forge Bank Mill before 1939, looking north-east (personal 
collection) 

58 



Around 1874, James Helme became a partner and, in 1881, there was 'an extensive 
manufactory of table baize and leather cloth of James Helme and Co' (Mannex 1881). 
In 1936, the firm of James Helme and Co was purchased by James Williamson of 
Lancaster. The manufacture of oilcloth was transferred to St George's Works, 
although cotton production remained at Halton until 1941 (Price 1980, 35). The 
photograph (Fig 1), which was taken some time between the two World Wars, shows 
the Forge Bank Mill at its greatest extent, as does the accompanying plan (Fig 2). 
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Figure 2: Plan of Forge Bank Mill showing the upper part of the Mill at its greatest 
extent, in c 1939 

Between 1941 and 1946, the buildings were used by the Army and later (c 1950) 
divided between Bambers (Millers of Preston) and the Luneside Engineering Works 
(Price 1980, 35). In the 1980s and 1990s, the upper part of the Mill was demolished, 
although the Luneside Engineering Works site (the lower part of the Mill) remained 
until 2008-9. 

PHOTOGRAPHS OF THE BUILDINGS OF THE EARLY MILL, 1826-1868 

The original cotton mill of 1824-6 (Building A, Fig 2) was built at the head of the leet 
from Forge Weir. The leet and weir appear to have been built to provide power for the 
forge of 1779 (Figs 3 and 4). 

After the sale of the Forge, it was demolished (or parts of it were even incorporated 
into the textile mill), and a new mill built on its site. At the top left hand of the 
photograph can be seen the end of the terrace of workers' cottages (Fig 3). At some 
later date, a small two-storey addition was made to the east end at the front of the 
building. A reconstruction of the original mill can be seen in Contrebis (Price 1990, 
22), built of stone with a slate roof and three storeys, and with a cellar at the east end. 
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The cellar formerly contained an undershot wheel (Fig 5). The wheelpit was 4.42m 
deep, and in it were the remains of the Gilkes water-turbine, installed by Messrs 
Helmes (Price 1980, 37). 

Figure 3: Front view of the original mill, looking north-west (Price 1980, Building A) 
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Figure 4: Forge Bank Mill by 1868 (Price 1980) 
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Figure 5: The head-race to the mill in its tunnel under Building C: the site of the 
water-turbine is shown by the circular construction (Price 1980) 

Figure 6 was taken to the rear of the cotton mill (marked as C on Figure 2). It shows 
the building added to the original mill by 1868 and is of three storeys, with a hipped 
roof and constructed in stone. It was erected over the mill race, which ran under the 
building in a tunnel. The pitched roof of this building can be seen peeping over the 
wall of the weaving shed in Figure 7. It was most probably the mill warehouse, as the 
double door on Figure 6 suggests. 

Figure 6: View of Building C, looking south-west (Price 1980) 
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The Weaving Shed (marked as Bon Figures 2 and 4) was to the rear of the Spinning 
Mill and had the ridge and furrow roof typical of such factories. The high wall at the 
northern end of the sheds (Fig 7) shows the way it was built by stepping the hillside. 
Unfortunately, no photograph was taken of the weaving sheds because of the high 
wall which hid them and the trees above on the hillside shown in the photograph. This 
building, too, was erected before 1868 by Swainson (Price 1980, 36). 

Figure 7: The stepped end wall of the weaving sheds (Building B), looking south-west 
(Price 1980) 

To the south-west of these three buildings and at right-angles to the mill (Fig 2) were 
the remains of the workers' cottages. There were 12 in 1826, but these were reduced 
to ten by 1851. It was possible neither to enter them nor to survey them, because of 
their ruinous and dangerous condition, but they were all of stone with slate roofs. In 
1936, the bottom cottages were used for weaving while the top block was used for 
storage (Price 1990, 29). A photograph taken in 1975 (Fig 8), is the only one which 
shows these buildings. They are in two blocks and, in the upper block, some are of 
three storeys. This could mean that they housed more than one family or lodgers. The 
Census of 1851 records ten cottages at the mill with 76 inhabitants, 31 of whom were 
engaged in cotton manufacturing (Price 1990, 29). What we have here is housing built 
by the owner to accommodate some of his workers and, in so doing, creating a small 
industrial hamlet away from the village. It is possible that these were built for 'key' 
workers or intended to provide an inducement for people to come and work in the mill 
in a rural area which lacked rentable accommodation. In this, the owners at Halton 
were not unique in north Lancashire; most of the industrial sites had some housing for 
their workers (Beeden 1980; Price 1982). 
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Figure 8: The workers' cottages, photographed in 1975, looking south-west 
(photographer unknown) 

These photographs give some impression of the actual appearance of some of the 
buildings in this large and complex site. It is to be greatly regretted that the proposal 
to convert the site to housing was not taken further, because many of the buildings -
for example, the Hanging Room buildings for the manufacture of oilcloth - would 
have made ideal apartments; in this way, something of this part of the history of 
Halton would have survived. As it is, nothing remains of what was the major source 
of income and employment in the village, and a superb monument of the Industrial 
Revolution. 
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