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A plan drawing of Robinson’s Lower Mill at Papplewick

A London Boy at Mr Robinson’s Mills
This collection of documents relates to the life of mill
workers John Fortescue and his wife Elizabeth Hopwell.
John Fortescue was born and baptised in the St Mary-le-bone
district of London about 1785. His family was poor and he was
living in the St Mary-le-bone workhouse with is mother in 1791.

When the mills closed in 1828, they moved with their family to
Lenton in Nottingham. They were living there in both 1841 and
1851 when the national censuses were taken.
The death of John Fortescue was registered in Radford in the
second quarter of 1854, aged 68, the death of Elizabeth was
registered in Nottingham in the third quarter of 1859 – age 73.

John was one of the group of children from London who were sent
by the workhouse to work in Papplewick mills in 1793, when he
was nine years old. These workhouse children were known as ‘the
London Boys’ in Papplewick. In 15 years, from 1790 to 1805, more
than 150 boys were sent to the mills from St Mary-le-bone. Some
like John Fortescue chose to stay there.
Elizabeth Hopwell was born and baptised in Hucknall,
Nottinghamshire, in 1786. Her father was described as a
pauper. She started to work at the mills when she was six years
old, probably at Middle Mill which was nearest to her home.
It was there that she met John Fortescue. They were married in
Papplewick church on Wednesday 4th December 1805. Between
1806 and 1823 John and Elizabeth had five children baptised in
Papplewick church. In 1812, they were recorded to be living in
Grange cottages in Papplewick.
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document 1. wanted.... workers

WANTED AT Papplewick works
TWO SMITHS, one that is used to the
Fire, the other as a Forger and Filer occasi
-onally. They will have constant employ. If men
with Families they will likewise have Work and good
Wages.

Notes: An advertisement for workers that was posted in the Nottingham Journal on 8th July 1780.
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Document 2: An extract from the baptism register of St James’ church, Papplewick

Notes: This page is from the Papplewick Parish baptism register. See June 8th 1806
Source: Nottinghamshire Archive Office, PR 694
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Document 3: An extract from the baptism register of St James’ church, Papplewick

Notes: This page of the registers from 1819 shows the baptism of children of Cotton Spinners working at the mills.
Source: Nottinghamshire Archive Office, PR 19462

Page 4

Century of change • mills

4

Document 4: Residents at Grange Cottages, Papplewick in 1812

Notes: Moor Row is one row of Grange Cottages, built parallel to Moor Road, first insured in 1782. When the mills were closed
the cottages were used to house workers on the Montagu estate. They are still in use today.
Source: Nottinghamshire Archive Office, PR 708
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Document 5: Drawings of Middle Mill at Bestwood, 1785

Notes: This drawing is of Middle Mill at Bestwood. The mill was 122 feet (39.5m) long and 32 feet (10.3 m wide. There was a
single large water wheel in the centre of the building. There were six floors.
Source: Library of Birmingham Archives, MS 3147 5/9a, Bouton and Wattt Drawings Portfolio 9a (1785)
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Document 6: A description of Middle Mill at Bestwood, written about 1790

Notes: This account was written by William Pearsce. It is a handwritten document stored at the Nottinghamshire Archives.
Source: Nottinghamshire Archives, DD4P, 79/63 (1790-94)
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Document 6b: A transcription of William Pearsce’s description of Middle Mill, 1790

The cotton mill near Papplewick where Mr Robinson now resides is upwards of one hundred feet long
and about 30 feet broad, six stories high.
In the uppermost storey 2 rooms, a lumber room and a store room for the manufactured cotton.
The fifth storey contains a reeling room, a lapping room and making up or finishing room, where lapped
cotton is weighted, sorted and made up into 10lb bundles for sale.
On the fourth storey is a spinning room containing 11 drums, each drum has four sides, every side 24
spindles, 96 spindles to a drum, In the third room is contained 10 drums, a spinning room, also the 2nd
room is a carding room, likewise there is a separate carding mill which contains only one room, but
both carding rooms are very large, all that both the rooms turn of are spun in the two spinning rooms
in the mill. In the reeling room there is six machines each containing 2 reels, 12 reels in all, which winds
the cotton into hanks or skeins, winds 29 hanks at a time each reel will turn of 12 reels in a day if close
worked, which is 144 reels; a skein or hank is 400 times wound the reel, these 12 reels go by water and
hank the double cotton for the hosiers.
There is likewise 20 doubling frames which doubles for the finished reels; one person can look after the
machine with 2 reels and one person to look after the one doubling frame. There are likewise 10 hand
reels which wind the single cotton for weaving into prints and other manufactures, there is 40 hands in a
reel.
There is 7 leas in a hank of this single cotton, each lea 20 times around the reel 560 rounds in the hank.
One person turns each reel, the very quick hands will turn of a reel in an hour, but 7 reels in the stint of
the day or night, and is rather more than this is performed through the week. As they are turned off they
are brought into the lapping room and lapped up in single hanks or dolls. From thence into the finishing
room and bundled into 10lb bundles for sale; In the lapping room are two posts one person can lapp
each side, the post room for four persons to lap at one time.

Notes: This information has been extracted from the account written by William Pearsce. It is a handwritten document stored at
the Nottinghamshire Archives.
Source: Nottinghamshire Archives, DD4P, 79/63 (1790-94)
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The workforce at Lower mill (based on Pearsce, circa 1790)
Details
1 batter, 2 staplers and 10 to 12 women preparing the cotton wool
1 man as overlooker in the picking rooms
21 cards in the carding room, one boy working at each
2 men as overlookers in the carding rooms
21 children working as spinners, servicing 42 frames, with 40 spindles per frame
2 men as overlookers in the spinning room
40 women employed at reeling
A super-overlooker, named as Jim Simpson
A treasurer to weigh the bundles - named as John Cotnam
Total: 8 men, 50 women, 21 boys and 21 girls under the supervision of 2 managers = 102

Notes: This information has been extracted from the account written by William Pearsce. It is a handwritten document stored at
the Nottinghamshire Archives.
Source: Nottinghamshire Archives, DD4P, 79/63 (1790-94)
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Document 7: A map of the mill buildings at the Papplewick Grange Site

Notes: This map shows the mill buildings at Papplewick Grange. It was drawn in 1847 when the Montagu estate took back
control of the site. The labels show information about when they were insured.
Source: Montague Estate map of 1847. (Linby Parish grey background, Papplewick Parish cream)
London Metropolitan Archives MS 07253, Royal Exchange Insurance Company ledgers.
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Document 8: Drawing of Robinson and Sons’ steam engine, 1790.

Notes: This drawing shows the second steam engine built for the Papplewick mills in 1790. This was designed by Boulton and
Watt of Birmingham. It was erected at Grange mill at Papplewick.
Source: Library of Birmingham Archives, MS 3147 5/9b, Bouton and Watt drawings, portfolio 9b (1785)
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Document 9: A report about a visit to check some of the children who worked at
the mill at Papplewick.

Minutes of Guardians of Birmingham workhouse June 29 1808
[We] went from Nottingham to Mr James Robinson’s works at Papplewick. Arrived there about ten o’clock
[and] found at this place 23 Birmingham children. They were all remarkably clean and healthy except two.
One was subject to fits and who appeared to be a real object of pity. She seemed much disturbed at the
idea of what was to become of her after the expiration of her time of servitude which would soon take
place and another had a lame arm attended with scrofula.
The accommodation at this place were far superior to any we had before seen, everything seemed to
be done to render the children comfortable. The attention paid to their instruction appears to have
been considerable. All the girls could read and many of them had been taught to write and by their
conversation then discovered a considerable degree of mental improvement.
The bedrooms here were very clean and airy with lofty ceilings. In short the whole of our observations
here gave us great satisfaction and pleasure.

Notes: Some girls were sent by Birmingham Workhouse to work as cotton spinners at the Papplewick mills. The Guardians
(managers) of the Workhouse went to Papplewick in 1808 to check that the girls were being looked after. This is a transcription
of the report that they wrote about their visit.
Source: Library of Birmingham Archives, GP/B2/1/2, 1806
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Document 10: Elizabeth Fortescue (Hopwell) told her story to a Factory Inspector in 1833.

Mrs Fortescue
Evidence to the Parliamentary Factory Enquiry of 1833
I went into a factory when I was six years old. It was Mr Robinson’s of Papplewick; it was a mill for spinning
cotton. The hours were from six to seven with an hour for dinner; no other time allowed. I was there
eleven years. I then went to James Robinson’s where we had the same hours. I staid there two years,
until I was married at the age of nineteen; and continued there afterwards; altogether twenty years at
Robinson’s. This also was a mill for spinning cotton. I began with carding, roving, etc., and came to
spinning and doubling.
I was then at Farnifields of Edingley for thirteen months. From thence we came here. I am a reeler at these
mills now. [In Nottingham.] I begin work at six and work till nine. I am now forty-nine years of age. My
health continued very good until long after I was married; but within these ten years it has failed me. I am
much subject to sick headache, and am generally weaker. I still keep up these long hours, and work with
the young women. I borne seven children in my time. I think I don’t look much amiss for forty-nine; many
people have said that.

Notes: In 1833 the Government sent Inspectors into factories all over England to find out how many children worked in
factories and what jobs they did. They interviewed a sample of adult workers to find out how many had been in the mill as
children. One of the people whose interview was reported was Elizabeth Fortescue. These are her actual words describing
her life in the factories.
Source Royal Commission on Employment of Children in Factories, HC 450 (1833). Open Parliament licence

Page 13

Century of change • mills

11

Document 11: Extracts from census documents, 1841 to 1851

Source: The National Archive Pro 1841, Class: HO107; Piece 858; Book 7; Civil Parish: Lenton; Folio 15; Page: 23
The National Archive Pro 1851, Class: HO107; Piece: 2129; Folio 70; Page 47
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