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Castle Mill

These Background Notes support historical enquiry on 
the Mills theme of the Century of Change. The notes 
are structured around Key Questions.

This unit focuses on the story of mills in and around 
Papplewick ends just before 1850. It is an important 
story that informs the Century of Change. Information 
is divided into key sections:

 › What is a mill? 

 › Why were there so many mills in and around 
Sherwood Forest? 

 › What was it like to work in the mills? 

 › What impact did mills have on the environment? 

Castle Mill

What is a mill?

In the 18th century a mill was any site that used wind or water 
power. A mill houses machinery used to process materials and 
make goods. A mill may be driven by the wind, a flow of water or 
even by animals walking round and round a capstan. 

There are records of mills in The Domesday Book. The Domesday 
Book was a type of census record. It was commissioned by William 
the Conqueror in 1085 so he would know how much tax to collect. 

At this time some mills would have been used to mill grain into 
flour, others were used to drive bellows or produce cloth (this was 
called ’fulling’). They would have been powered by animals or 
water. Historic England tells us that by the time of the Domesday 
Book every settlement in England with access to water had its own 
watermill. 
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Technology of early mills

There were two basic types of watermill, vertical and horizontal. 
We probably have the Romans to thank for the vertical watermill 
which needed a gearing mechanism. 

Watermills were powered in one of two ways. The Overshot water 
wheel was powered by water flowing from above onto the wheel, 
catching the paddles to make it rotate. 

Undershot water wheels were powered by the flow of the river 
driving the paddles beneath the water.

Early windmills were ‘post’ mills. The ‘buck’ or main body of 
the mill contained all the machinery: the sails, the gearing and 
grindstones. The buck was supported on a post and could be 
pushed round by a tail pole to place the sails to face the wind. The 
tower mill was developed in the thirteenth century. This had a fixed 
tower which contained the machinery. The sails were mounted 
onto a cap which could be turned into the wind. Mills with wood 
towers are called smock towers.

Historic England has records that show there were 56 windmills 
in England by the end of the twelfth century with the earliest built 
before 1137. In the rest of western Europe there were only three or 
four known windmills. 

Image courtesy of Historic England

In the 1780s, the Robinsons, an old Nottinghamshire family built 
some mills for spinning cotton and making thread. They built these 
mills on the sites of former corn mills, and used the same water 
supply to power the new mills.

Why were there so many mills in the Sherwood 
Forest area?

In the 1700s, it was difficult to find paid work in the Sherwood 
Forest area. Many people made a living at home, for example, 
spinning wool from a fleece into yarn. Framework knitters or 
stocking makers mostly made long socks, known as stockings. 
Knitters often couldn’t afford the large machines needed for their 
work. Instead, they hired a stocking frame and installed it in their 
home. They worked long hours and earned very little. Some didn’t 
earn money at all. They were paid in tokens that could only be 
spent in shops owned by the people who hired out the machinery. 
Women and children would spin the yarn and put it on the 
bobbins for the men who would knit the stockings or garments.

The Water frame

Frame workers hired machinery to make fabric in their homes



Century of change • mills

Page 3

Between 1750 and 1850 a series of innovations changed the way 
that people worked. 

In 1760s Richard Arkwright patented machinery that could make 
cotton faster and more cheaply than families working in cottage 
industries. But he needed a source of power to make the machines 
work. At first he thought of using animals, walking round and 
round a capstan. This didn’t work well so he turned to water 
power. This meant he could run several machines at once.

Machines such as Hargreave’s Spinning Jenny (1764) and 
Crompton’s Spinning Mule (1779) were much larger than the 
spinning wheels and knitting frames people used at home.
Mills were built to house these large machines so cotton could be 

Arkwright’s Water Frame

Hargreave’s Spinning Jenny, invented in the 1760s

made in larger quantities and far more quickly. Instead of working 
from home people now moved to work in small factories. Some 
mill owners even built houses for their workers.

This building is a small ‘jenny shop’ built in Calverton in the 19th 
century.  Notice the wide windows to give more light onto the 
machines.

The development of mills

The Sherwood Forest area was important for water mills because 
of the fast flowing streams of clean water e.g. rivers Maun, Meden, 
and Leen. This map shows how many mills were in Derby and 
Nottinghamshire between 1780 and 1800. Century of Change is 
particularly interested in the mills in the Leen Valley.

Mills in the Leen Valley

In 1742, George Robinson and David Melvin started a business 
bleaching and cleaning cotton in their yard in Bulwell.

In the early 1770s, a local landowner, The Right Honourable 
Frederick Montagu of Papplewick, spotted an opportunity to 
compete with other cotton producing countries. New technology 

Former jenny shop in Calverton.
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meant cotton thread could be produced far more quickly in mills 
than in cottages. Montagu introduced a Bill to Parliament on 
Arkwright’s behalf to reduce the duties (taxes) payable on cotton 
goods. He then awarded leases to the Robinson family so they 
could build mills on his land to process cotton.

George Robinson and two of his sons, James and John, agreed to 
a 56-year lease with Frederick Montagu on 25th April 1778. This 
lease allowed them to build a mill at Grange Farm. 

George, James and John Robinson built additional cotton spinning 
mills or converted existing corn mills on the River Leen at Castle 
Mill (1782), Grange Farm (1790), Lower Mill (in what is today 
Bestwood) in 1784, Forge Mill (1785) and Forest Mill at Bulwell 
(1795).  

The Leen Valley was ideal for cotton spinning mills because: 
• It was a rural site with space for more mills to be built
• It had a good water source
• It also had the main road from Nottingham to the north, The 

King’s Highway
• It was close to Nottingham’s markets
• Landowner, Frederick Montagu, wanted the mills to do well.

The main challenges for the mill owners were:
• Labour - getting enough workers at the mills
• Transport - bales of raw cotton were imported through the ports 

of London, Hull and Liverpool. From the port the raw cotton 
had to be carried by barge on the rivers or canals or on carts 
by road. The bales were heavy so it was slow and expensive to 
transport.

The mill buildings were built in Papplewick and the water to power 
them was harnessed there too. The works to make this possible 
cost more than £40,000. The work included the making of Upper 
Pond (known as Papplewick Dam), Moor Pond and a network of 
connecting channels that fed water all the way south to Lower 
Mill (at Bestwood). The Robinsons employed around 800 people 
along the Leen Valley and had warehouses in St. Mary’s Gate and 
Maypole Yard and a canalside wharf and storage, in Nottingham.  

Several of the sites can be seen on the map produced by 
Sanderson in 1835 (after the mills had closed). From north to south 
we can see Papplewick Dam to the west of the village.

Local Feud

William, the fifth Lord Byron, not the poet, lived upstream from the 
Robinsons’ mills. He wanted the Robinsons to pay him for the use 
of the water that flowed through his land. He demanded £10,000 
and he threatened that if he didn’t get this money he would 
stop the flow of the water needed to power the mills. He started 
damming up Lower Lake at Newstead on 4th April 1785. 

He refused to allow the Robinsons to regulate the river’s flow and 
threatened to release the water causing a “sudden violent eruption 
of water…”.  The Robinsons had a long legal battle with Byron. 
The case went between courts in Nottingham and London for 
many years. In 1795 a judge decided in favour of the Robinsons. 
Byron said he didn’t have any money to pay for the damage he had 
caused.  

Because of the situation caused by the fifth Lord Byron the 
Robinsons had to find another way to power their mills. They made 
the water storage on the site bigger. In 1785, James put in place 
measures to buy a steam engine from Messrs. Boulton and Watt of 
Birmingham. The idea was that this could be used to supplement 
the existing water-wheel. The engine was installed in Lower Mill 
(close to what is now known as Bestwood Mill Lakes County Park). 
This was the first rotative steam engine used to power a cotton mill 
anywhere in the world. Even though the engine didn’t live up to 
expectations they installed a second steam engine at the Grange 
Mills in 1791.

As the mills declined, landowners started to look for another way 
to make money. They looked at the resources below their feet, 
under the ground, coal.

What was it like to work in the mills?

From this drawing, we know what Lower Mill at Papplewick looked 
like. 

The Robinsons installed water frames in their mills to make stronger 
yarn. The Robinsons paid a licence to Richard Arkwright to use the 
water frames he had patented.

Middle Mill at Bestwood
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Self-actuating Mule Frame

Working hours

Before mills, people worked in their own homes. Although they 
worked long hours they could decide when they worked. This 
wasn’t possible in mills. They had fixed hours and they worked 
long hours. Even children worked 13 hours in a day with an hour for 
lunch.  They worked five days in the week and Saturday mornings 
too.  On Sunday they were expected to go to church and Sunday 
school where they would learn to read and write.
This film from the BBC shows what life was like for those working 
in cotton or woollen mills, particularly children. https://www.bbc.
co.uk/bitesize/clips/zsdw2hv 

This film tells the story of a mill in Cheshire but working conditions 
were similar in the Leen Valley. 

Raw cotton came to the mills in large bales which had to be 
broken up. The fibres had to be teased out so they could be 
spun. Children helped with this. Young girls and women did 
cotton spinning work and men would look after and maintain the 
machinery.

The evidence

The local archives in Nottinghamshire hold records that tell the 
stories of some of the people who worked in the mills.

W A N T E D

Papplewick Works
TWO SMITHS, one that is used to The Fire, the other as a Forger 

and Filer occasionally. They will have constant employ. If men 
with Families they will likewise have Work and good Wages.

This advertisement from the Nottingham Journal 8th July 1780  
shows that whole families worked in the mills. Children from 
workhouses were also sent to work in the mills as apprentices. 
In return they were given a place to live, food and an hour of 
Sunday school every week. Working hours for everyone, including 
children, were long. 

Mills were noisy, hot, dusty and dangerous. At this time, there 
were few laws to protect workers.

Medical records show there were a lot of accidents and workers 
suffered from lots of illnesses.

This is a list of jobs carried out in the mills. 

Batters and Staplers unpacked the bales of compressed raw 
cotton. The work would be dirty and dusty.

An Overlooker took charge of a group of workers to make sure 
that they did a good job.

A Carder worked on a carding machine, which had a large 
revolving drum with sharp teeth, combing the raw cotton to get all 
the fibres parallel, ready for spinning.

A Spinner worked on the spinning machine, checking that the 
cotton yarn was running onto the bobbins correctly as it was spun. 
Each person looked after two frames. Each frame had 40 spindles 
(bobbins). They would have to rejoin the thread if it broke.

A Reeler’s job was to take the thread that had been wound on 
bobbins by the spinner, and to join it into longer lengths on bigger 
reels. The cotton yarn was then removed from the reels into hanks. 
It was the hanks of yarn that were sent out of the factory to supply 
framework knitters.

When the Robinsons built their mills there were only about 
150 people living in and around Linby and Papplewick so the 
Robinsons built terrace cottages for their mill workers. They even 
built a bakehouse so the workers could have fresh bread. Each 
cottage had a garden so people could grow their own food. Only 
mill workers were allowed to live in the cottages. 

Many of the cottages were pulled down when the mills closed but 
some workers cottages can still be seen in Papplewick.
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Researching the stories of the mill workers

This rate book (top image) lists the people who lived in Grange 
Cottages in 1812. The second name on the list is John Fortescue.

This is a baptism record from the Papplewick Parish baptism 
register  for 1806.

This excerpt from the Baptism register of 1819 shows the baptism 
of children of cotton spinners who worked at the mills.

Below is an excerpt from the 1841 census which again shows a 
record for John Fortescue, his wife Elizabeth  and his family.

The census from 1851  shows some changes.

What the records show

John Fortescue
Son of William and Mary Fortescue, baptised at Marylebone 
parish church Sunday, 5th March 1785

On 25th October 1793, John was “bound apprentice, age 
9, to James Robinson of Papplewick, Cotton manufacturer” 
by the Guardians of St Marylebone Workhouse

Elizabeth Hopwell
Daughter of George and Elizabeth Hopwell baptised at 
Hucknall parish church on Friday, 6th October 1786
Father’s occupation - pauper

John Fortescue and Elizabeth Hopwell
Were married at Papplewick parish church on Wednesday, 
4th December 1805

Death of John Fortescue
Registered in Radford in the second quarter of 1854 - age 
68

Death of Elizabeth Fortescue
Registered in Nottingham in the third quarter of 1859 - age 
73
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Transcriptions

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.”

The London Boys

There is a local story about the London boys. Dr Stephen Walker 
discovered 44 entries in Linby and Papplewick burial registers of 
‘London Boys’. Children were brought from the St. Marylebone 
Workhouse in London and Birmingham Workhouse to work at 
the cotton mills in Papplewick. Some local people believe there 
is a dark story where these children suffered from lack of food, 
brutal treatment and harsh working conditions. Local legend even 
suggests that hundreds of London Boys are buried in unmarked 
graves in Papplewick and Linby churchyards.

In fact, there is evidence, from a Parliamentary Select Committee 
record (1815) that although children’s lives were hard by our 
standards, they received an education. Out of 244 children under 
the age of 18 employed, only 17 could not read or write. All had 
access to medical services. 

Although they were referred to as ‘boys’ in the registers, many of 
them were young adults – the oldest was 23 when he died. These 
records show that some of the apprentices continued to live in the 
neighbourhood long after the mills closed down.

The Brown family
John Brown - London Boy 1792 (age 10)
M. to Sarah Shelton 1807
Lived South Row 1812. Children born Papplewick between 
1808-28 and in Mansfield 1830-34.
1841 and 1851 occupation: mechanic in Mansfield.

Son William. Moved to Hyson Green, Lenton and Radford 
between 1831 & 1941 William & Henry b. Calais 1843 & 1845
Emigrated to Australia. 1849 arrived Sydney.

Daughter Eliza. Lived Mansfield Woodhouse with parents 
in 1941 = CS. 1851 & 1861 lived Marple.
Son Andrew. M in Mansfield Woodhouse. Daughter 
Sarah b. Calais 1843.

Thomas Carter
In April 1861 he lived in Linby. Born about 1787 in 
London. Occupation formerly a soldier.

17th May 1864. Burial register notes that Thomas Carter 
“was a London Boy, a curious character”.

Louis Francoise
London Boy 1796 (age 11).
Married in Linby 1808 to Ann Cartledge.
1809 - Baptism of Elizabeth Francoise at Linby.
In April 1841 lived in Westgate, Mansfield: age 55, 
Occupation Labourer, with Ann born in Notts. Also Mark 
Fox labourer b 1816 and Elizabeth Fox b about 1811 and 
Samuel Fox b 1837

National Archives: MH 12-9361 Basford Workhouse 
correspondence.
Mar 1846 Correspondence with vicar of Mansfield to PLC 
and Basford WH about Louis Francoise aged 61. About 
getting relief for him.

In April 1851 lived at Mansfield: Born about 1786 in 
London. Occupation Labourer. Wife Ann b Linby about 
1786: daughter Elizabeth (m Mark Fox) b Linby about 
1810.
Registration of death in Mansfield in 1870 4th quarter, 
about 84 years old.
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What impact did mills have on the environment?

When the mills were at their height a lot of the land would have 
been used to store water to power the mills. When the mills closed 
these sites fell in to disrepair but now the sites are great places to 
visit. The Friends of Moor Pond Woods look after the site. Visitors 
can walk around the woods. Stephen and the team of volunteers 
created interpretation boards that tell the story of the mills in 
Papplewick.

Moor Pond Woods today


