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Do you know more? This paper was compiled with 
information locally available to us, but we would dearly 
like to know more. Please get in touch with me or Ken 
Gollop at the Museum, particularly if your name is 
Lawton and you are a descendent of our silk throwsters. 

 
Lyme silk in brief 
Silk always evokes an image of mystique: it conjures up 
images of a sensuous, lustrous material imported along 
the mysterious Silk Road from exotic, oriental places, 
always likely to be stolen or smuggled on its way through 
the deserts of central Asia or across British shores. 
That’s how the Chinese would have liked it to stay, but 
the means of producing silk escaped to Europe from 
China in the 13th century.  
 
During the golden age of silk in Britain, from 1824 to 
1860, production spread to the West Country; Tiverton, 
Taunton and Sherborne being centres. Eventually 
production reached Lyme Regis. The opportunity to 
bring silk factories to Lyme resulted from the closure of 
Glyde & Co’s water-powered cloth factories in 1847. 
From 1854 two small silk throwing factories were set up 
in these mill buildings by the Cheshire family of Lawton, 
who had already set up in Churchstanton. Retraction 
back to Churchstanton came between 1871 and 1875. 
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A small hank of thrown silk taken from a skeiner. 
This is end product of the silk throwing that was done in 
Lyme Regis. This is a relatively thick silk thread and 
consists of some 50 individual silk filaments - are just 
visible in the loose end near the label and in the silk 
pulled from a cocoon on the right. In the centre are silk 
cocoons and some filaments pulled from them.  
 
Silk was a common, but expensive fabric in Victorian 
times. It is now almost entirely replaced, except for high-
status goods, by artificial filaments such as rayon, nylon 
and viscose, which can give the silken sheen and lustre, 
but not the feel. Rayon was developed first, specifically 
to replace silk. 
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Lyme’s silk industry was rather prosaic - and amounted 
only to silk throwing: conversion of imported skeins of 
single filament silk to a stable, multiple filament silk 
thread ready for weaving. Silk throwing involves 
cleaning, winding, twisting and doubling silk threads. 
Lyme-thrown silk was sold to weavers elsewhere. Local 
women and children were the main employees, like the 
wool trades where skilled workers came from outside 
and workers were much older. Some children were as 
young as 8. 
 
The factories are described in the course of a short walk 
from the Museum at the end of the text. This can be 
combined with a longer walk to Uplyme by following the 
walking trail in Paper 15: the Lim Valley Mill Trail. 
 
A short history of the Silk Industry in England 
Orginally silk was a very high status commodity imported 
from China, but gradually the secrets of silk production 
leaked westwards, along with silk worm eggs. The 
variety of mulberry tree on which the silk worm feeds will 
not grow in the British climate, so production of silk 
thread and woven goods started in Britain using silk 
skeins imported from Italy around 1455. Later the British 
East India Company encouraged and controlled the 
production and export of silk filament from Bengal, 
making British silk independent of Italian and French 
imports. 
 
The silk trade in Britain was massively increased by 
Huguenots fleeing religious persecution in the Low 
Countries from 1572 onwards, the main influx being after 
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the revocation of the treaty of Nantes in 1685. Originally 
the industry used entirely hand-powered machines and 
concentrated itself around Spitalfields in East London, 
where Huguenots had been encouraged to settle, and in 
the eastern counties of England.  
 
In 1721 a water-powered factory-scale throwing mill was 
opened by Thomas Lomb in Derby, using machines 
copied from Italy. Throwing mills spread to places such 
as Congleton, Stockport and Macclesfield in Cheshire, 
with silk cloth being woven in Manchester, Norwich and 
Taunton, whilst activity at the traditional centre, 
Spitalfields, paradoxically declined because of the 
Spitalfields Acts, special legislation designed to 
safeguard its pre-eminence and protect its workers from 
distress, but its effect was to move the industry away. 
 
Imports of silk after the end of the French Wars in 1763 
damaged the industry, but Parliament banned the import 
of woven silk in 1766. The Spitalfields Acts of 1773, 
1792 and 1811 empowered the Aldermen of the City of 
London and the Magistrates of the County of Middlesex 
to settle wages and set prices, but were not repealed 
until 1824. Silk weaving left London for the country, as 
silk throwing had done from 1721. In 1824 free trade 
policies led to a reduction in the import duty on raw silk, 
but although silk cloth could now be imported, it was 
charged duty at 30%, leading to a rapid expansion in silk 
throwing coupled with steam power and new machinery 
in places such as Macclesfield, Stockport and Congleton 
in north east Cheshire. Power loom weaving was not 
introduced until 1830 for broad silk cloth, and then only 
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for spun silk waste but it did not help the throwsters by 
creating a bigger demand for thrown silk.  
 
The expansion was too rapid, prices fell and to stay in 
business many mills reduced labour rates and increased 
the hours of employees. Government intervened with the 
Factory Act of 1833 to protect the workers, and a 
minimum age of 9 for silk workers in factories employing 
more than 50 was fixed in 1844. By 1851 130,000 were 
employed in the silk industry in Britain, the largest 
employer being Courtauld, Taylor & Courtauld with 2,000 
employees in three mills.  
 
Silk suffered terribly from the Cobden-Chevalier Treaty 
of 1860, a free trade treaty with France. It removed the 
duty on French silks imported into Britain, but charged 
the reverse 30%. Courtaulds developed artificial silk 
substitutes, such as rayon and later still, viscose and 
nylon, but most silk mills gave up. Production of silk did 
not start to increase again until 1925. Specialised silk 
production survives in small mills in places such as 
Colchester. A short lived boon in WWII was for the 
manufacture of parachutes and maps printed on silk for 
the RAF. A working, preserved silk mill can be visited at 
Whitchurch, east of Salisbury. 
 
About silk, its yarns and fabrics 
Silk is produced by the silk worm, the caterpillar of the 
Silk Moth, Bombyx mori, which winds a continuous thin 
filament of silk around itself to form a cocoon in which to 
pupate, after having fed on the leaves of mulberry trees. 
These cocoons are soaked in warm water, to soften the 
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natural glue, and unwound in a factory called a filature. 
Each cocoon can have up to a mile of very fine 
continuous filament and 111 cocoons are needed to 
make one silk tie. 
 

 
The silk moth, Bombyx mori 

 
Silk is imported as these long filaments, wound on 
skeins, having been reeled from the cocoons in the 
India, near where they are cultivated. High quality silk is 
not spun, ie drawn and twisted, like wool, cotton, flax or 
hemp to make thread, but thrown, hence throwing 
factory or throwstery for the mill where the winding and 
twisting processes take place. The term throwster can 
refer to the owner of the factory, or anyone working there 
on throwing processes, including the youngest child. 
 
After washing and cleaning the skeins to remove 
chrysalid debris and to soften the remaining glue, the 
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single filament silk thread is drawn from the skein and 
twisted up to 80 turns per inch, then doubled and twisted 
again in the opposite direction to the first twist – this is 
the throwing process – and it makes a stable thread. The 
long silk filaments combine together to produce a thread 
called organzine, which may require repeated doubling 
and twisting to produce a yarn of the required thickness, 
or denier.  
 
Small, nimble fingers are needed to tie broken filaments, 
which is one reason why children worked as throwsters. 
Organzine is used for the long threads, or warps in a 
loom. Silk waste is also imported. This is short staple 
silk, typically 2.5-5cm and much tangled. It has to be 
scrutched or scutched (cleaned), carded and combed 
into rovings, like wool, before being spun like wool or 
cotton into a thread called noil. This can be woven in the 
same way as wool, or even knitted. 
 
Fine silks are woven on hand or power looms, different 
in construction from other looms, sometimes still in some 
of the gum if crepes are required. A silk loom is not 
warped up like a woollen or cotton loom onto a built-in 
drum. Instead the organzine is wound onto a warping 
frame and then drawn to the loom as a multitude of fine 
threads, sometimes thousands.  
 
Tram, the weft thread is wound onto a cone called a 
quill, placed on a pirn and then in the shuttle which 
operates much the same as any other shuttle, flying or 
blown through the warp threads which are alternately 
opened in a sequence set by punched cards in a 
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Jacquard loom to produce a woven pattern with depth 
and thickness, as in a brocade. Jacquard looms are now 
computer controlled and the weft is carried across the 
warp by compressed air rather than a flying shuttle. 
Tram is a looser thread, doubled, but not reversed. 
 
Silk cloth is finished by washing and dying or printing 
and other treatments to enhance the sheen or give a 
“watered” silk effect.  
 
Early History of Silk Throwing in Lyme Regis 
Cameron (1912) states that silk throwing had suffered 
severely during the Civil War Siege of Lyme in 1644, but 
revived during the Restoration. No corroboration or 
background to this statement has so far been found.  
 
Silk throwing spreads to Lyme, via Somerset with 
the Lawton family 
Silk production in Somerset was started in the 1770s to 
evade the Spitalfields Acts by using cheap, unregulated 
labour outside London and, where possible, suitable 
water mills no longer required for their original purpose. 
At the same time as silk production spread to the Vale of 
Taunton Deane, it spread to Manchester and later 
Macclesfield, Stockport and Macclesfield. 
 
Silk and wool machinery are quite different, but as 
woollen cloth production started to move to much bigger 
mills in Yorkshire, it was possible to use the power of the 
silent cloth mills in the South West of England for silk 
production with new or second hand throwing machines. 
Empty mill buildings and water power was readily 
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available for low rents. Silk had spread widely in 
Somerset by the 1830s – to places such as Wells, 
Taunton, Shepton Mallet, Milverton and Bruton, and to 
Sherborne in Dorset. Italian filament silk was largely 
used, brought from London and Coventry.  
 
Mainly women and children were employed, although 
the factory foreman and carpenter/mechanic would have 
been male adult employees, or in our case, probably the 
proprietors. Often winding and preparation was done in 
the worker’s own houses, as out-work or homework, 
although there is no evidence for that here.  
 

 
Factory House, Stapley Mills, Churchstanton – the gable 
end of the factory is on the right. The Lawton lived and 
worked here and at another mill, Gage’s nearby. These are 
very small factories, so expansion into other disused cloth 
mills, like those in Lyme, made sense. 
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North East Cheshire had seen a rapid expansion in the 
silk industry from 1824. Members of the Lawton family 
from Stockport and Congleton were involved in silk 
production all over England as part of the post 1824 
expansion, and even in Taunton, Massachusetts. 
Samuel Lawton (born Congleton 1803) and later his son, 
John Lawton (born Congleton 1832), had a throwing 
factory at Stapley Mills, Churchstanton, near Taunton, 
then in Devon and now in Somerset. Stapley had been a 
serge mill, but from the 1830s silk thread was produced, 
even though production was declining generally due to 
the low prices of organzine resulting from over-
production and reduced duties on imports. Stapley Mill, 
which closed in 1883-4, employed 140-150 at its peak. 
Stapley Mill is now a private house set in remote 
countryside. 
 
Silk throwing in Lyme Regis 
Lyme would seem an unlikely place to start an industry 
based on the import of filament silk from Bengal: the 
Cobb was far too small for the ships on the East India 
run. There is no record of silk imports or exports over the 
Cobb (Peter Lacey, pers com). In fact, unlike wool cloth, 
sea transport had nothing to do with silk in Lyme.  
 
Silk is a lightweight, valuable commodity and a 2cwt bale 
of skeined raw silk would be a week’s work for one of 
Lyme’s small throwing mills. Such small quantities could 
easily have come over land from the railway at Taunton 
(and Axminster after it opened in 1861), although being 
valuable it would have had to have been guarded from 
theft in transit (Thorne, pers com).  
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Water power was important, for silk throwing required 
machinery, but this was mainly for winding and twisting 
operations, so power requirements are not great: 10-
20HP would be sufficient, available with the fall and flow 
on a river the size of the Lim (Thorne, pers com). 
 
Pressure to find even cheaper production sites led Jacob 
Lawton (born Stockport 1791) and Samuel Lawton to 
find empty mills and a cheap labour force in Lyme. They 
started up in Lyme in 1854, renting all or part of the Old 
Factory at Mill Green from ex-clothier Edward Ensor and 
Lyme solicitor, George Denis O’Kelly Templer - and the 
New Factory, at Jordan nearby, from the Henley Estate. 
Their workers came from a different generation to the 
former skilled cloth workers and were largely women and 
children, some children were very young indeed. At 
closure, like the cloth workers before, silk workers were 
left destitute, only one or two turning to lace, which was 
also in decline in Lyme. 
 
Soon Samuel returned to Churchstanton to run the 
business there with his son John. Jacob stayed, and with 
Samuel’s other son, Mark ran the business in Lyme, 
perhaps as two separate factories to keep below the 
Factories Acts thresholds. Jacob Lawton subsequently 
died in Congleton, leaving his widow, Mary, a retired silk 
weaver, in Lyme. 
 
Bad years for the silk trade were not only 1860, the year 
of the Cobden Treaty, but also the credit crunches and 
trade dips of 1846, 1855, 1857, 1864 and 1873, noted in 
a Macclesfield silk throwster’s diary. On the other hand 
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1852-1855 were boon years, spreading the industry to 
new areas where there was a ready supply of female 
and child labour and spare premises with enough power 
for silk, but maybe not enough for cotton (Thorne pers. 
com.).  
 
It did not turn out to be a good time to expand to Lyme. 
Shortly after coming, the English silk industry was all but 
killed by duty-free imports and successive duty switches. 
The Lawtons carried on for as long as they could in 
Lyme, but never afforded to employ house-servants, as 
the clothiers had before them. Closure came sometime 
between 1871 and 1875, their factories and machinery 
being left to rot. Mark Lawton and his son Mark became 
bakers and innkeepers, trading as Mark Lawton & Sons. 
The Lawtons at Churchstanton continued throwing silk 
until closing in 1883-4. Silk had made no-one’s fortune in 
Lyme, not even the Lawtons, let alone their workers, 
who were left to destitution. Elizabeth Lawton, Mark 
junior’s wife, carried on running the Angel Inn after his 
death to within living memory. Unlike the Glyde & Co 
clothier Edward Ensor, who was Wesleyan, the Lawtons 
were Congregationalists and would have had a more 
relaxed attitude to drinking; indeed during their time the 
Dolphin Inn opened next door to them at “factory house” 
at 10 Mill Green, where Edward Ensor had lived. 
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Lyme’s silk throwster, Mark Lawton Senior 
Born Congleton in the 1834, here in the Lyme 

Volunteers in 1896. He died in 1916 in Axminster 
Workhouse aged 82 and was buried in Lyme Cemetery. 
 
 
Dunster records in 1890 in his book Our Town that the 
“closure of silk threw many hands out of work, the Mill 
fast tumbling into decay”. The next revival in English silk, 
which did not come until the 1920s, passed Lyme by. 
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Lyme Congregational Chapel in Coombe Street (now 
Dinosaurland) where the Lawtons worshipped when the 

street was called Horse Street. 
 

What employment did silk give to Lyme 
In national terms Lyme employed a tiny percentage of 
British silk workers. In 1851 130,000 were employed 
national in silk; the largest mills being those of 
Courtauld, Taylor and Courtauld, who employed 2,000 in 
three mills. The Courtaulds are an old Spitalfields 
Huguenot family. But in Lyme, Lawtons apart, most of 
the workers had local surnames and were born here. 
 
In Lyme the two Lawtons employed 62 in 1861, although 
Mark Lawton only claimed to employ 12 boys and girls. It 
may be that Jacob Lawton employed the rest to avoid 
the Factories Acts thresholds. Some were very young 
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indeed, the youngest being 8, illegal as the statutory 
minimum age of 9 was fixed in 1839 for silk mills, with 
hours limitations and schooling requirements for 9 -13 
year olds. The average age here was 17 and the median 
age 20, excluding Jacob Lawton whose 70 years skews 
the figures if included. All the workers lived very close to 
the factories, mostly in the congested cottages and 
courts along Coombe Street and Horse Street (the old 
name for the upper part of Coombe Street), along 
Sherborne Lane and in the factory houses along Mill 
Green.  
 
By 1871 Mark Lawton senior was only employing 27: the 
average age had risen to 29 and the median age to 26, 
meanwhile the youngest employee was now 10. 
Lawtons apart, they were all different people from ten 
years before.  
 
What proceses were involved? 
Thrown silk was imported wound as skeins, which would 
need washing in warm, soapy water to remove the gum. 
Of the precise machines used, there is no record, as on 
closure there was no sale, with its necessary listing. 
Unwinding skeins onto bobbins would have been done 
on the upper floor of the factory, as the machines are 
smaller than the throwing machines on lower floors. 
Young children were used to clean the thread by passing 
it between bobbins through a denier gauge to find, 
remove and retie more neatly any knots and to remove 
chrysalid debris, as small and nimble fingers were 
required.  
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On the lower floor single-heighted throwing machines 
were likely, less bulky that the rotating upright cages of 
the earlier Italian Piedmontese machines, which would 
have taken up too much space in a small factory. 
Throwing machines doubled and twisted the filaments to 
make the silk thread called organzine, which would have 
been wound on skeiners to produce hanks to be sold for 
use by weavers for warp thread. Quilling weft threads 
was also carried out. Winding and cleaning could have 
been done at home as part of out-work, but there is no 
evidence for out-work in Lyme, although it was not 
uncommon in London and the North. Three silk quillers 
are recorded. 
 
It is possible that spun silk was also produced. Nine silk 
spinners and one silk drawer are recorded in 1861. 
However, such a small factory would likely to have sold 
any waste it created for spinning elsewhere and the 
terms “spinning” and “throwing” are often muddled on 
census returns (Thorne, pers com). If the spinning of 
waste silk had been undertaken, it would have used 
imported waste or long filament silk that turned out to be 
of poor quality, incapable of being thrown. This would 
have been chopped up from the skein into short fibres, 
teased, scribbled or carded into long, loose rovings and 
spun like wool or cotton (that is drawn, not thrown), and 
twisted into a thread and then two reverse-twist threads 
doubled and doubled again to the required thread 
thickness, to make a stable thread called noil. Finally the 
noil or tram would be wound onto quills and sold for 
wefts in weaving.  
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Two silk weavers are recorded in 1871: these people 
might have worked at the factory or on their own account 
and may have made silk ribbons on simple hand looms, 
for which there would have been a demand in local 
draper’s shops. Jacob Lawton’s wife, who was born at St 
Albans, another silk centre, described herself in 1871 as 
a silk weaver’s widow, indicating that the skills were 
here. 
 
The factories closed around 1871-5 and the machinery 
was still in place when the New Factory was cleared in 
1903 to set up the White Rose Steam Laundry. The 
Lawton family became bakers and innkeepers, running 
the now closed Angel Inn at Gosling Bridge, the foot of 
Mill Green. 

 
The Angel Inn after the Great Flood of June 1890 - no 
doubt the Lawton Family are standing in this image. Mill 
Green runs up through the narrow gap between the 
thatched Angel Inn and the houses in the centre of the 
picture: to the right the Silk Mill at the old factory can be 
seen above the Town Mill Leat. 
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The Factories described – a trail from the museum  
Leaving the Museum, turn left into Bridge Street and 
then immediately right into Coombe Street. Walk along 
Coombe Street, past the cottages, courts and passages 
where many of the silk workers lived. Imagine the air 
filled with children’s voices as the young workers 
scuttled along to the factories. Continue past Coombe 
Street Congregational Chapel (now Dinosaurland), 
where the Lawton’s worshiped, to Gosling Bridge. 
 
Standing on the Bridge looking up the River Lim you can 
just see a factory building, now painted pale cream. This 
is the newest part of the Old Factory, just south of the 
hatches in the river, a two storey solidly-built stone 
factory building under a slate roof, almost hidden in the 
narrow valley. Rebuilt for the cloth trade some time after 
a fire in 1841, this part of the Old Factory down by the 
river this building did not fall into ruin, becoming Radford 
& Radford’s auction room some time after silk ceased. It 
is now two flats. The size of the building, just 15 metres 
long by 11 metres deep, shows how small it was by 
textile factory standards. All other parts of the Old 
Factory alongside Mill Green, except for an outer wall, 
were demolished by the 1920s and may not have been 
part of the throwstery.  
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Reduced extract from the 1903 Ordnance Survey 25” 
Map for Lyme showing the location of the Silk Factories 
in relation to the curved street of factory houses at Mill 
Green and the River Lim. Note Coombe Street and 
Gosling’s Bridge near the bootom edge of the map.   
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The millwheel was housed centrally, possibly breast shot 
because of the low head available. The hatches, or 
sluices, which impounded the river back to the New 
Factory, are just out of sight. After closure of the Factory, 
the hatches were maintained until recently, so that the 
river could be flushed of silt and debris, but the hatches 
are now gone and the restriction in the bed of the river 
acts as a low weir.             
 

          
The Silk Mill at the old factory in 2009 

now re-rendered and painted creamy buff 
 
 
Go over Gosling Bridge and turn to the right up the street 
called Mill Green, past the Angel Inn on your left, on the 
street corner. This was the Inn kept by the Lawtons after 
closure of their silk business and maybe where the 



 Industrial Lyme Paper 1: Silk © Richard Bull and Lyme Regis 

Museum 2010 p.21 

Lawton & Sons bakery was situated. Orginally thatched, 
it has been rebuilt and set back, making the entrance to 
Mill Green much wider than it used to be. 
 

 
The rear of the Silk Factory at the Old Factory site, 

showing the remains of the hatches in the river
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Continue up Mill Green into the group of factory workers’ 
cottages, built between 1801 and 1820. The houses on 
the left hand side of the road, many of which were 
orginally owned by the Borough, were originally leased 
to the clothiers Gylde & Co and let to their workers. The 
best one, Number 10, with its good door case, lies 
directly opposite what was the main cross path in the 
Factory Garden. This was the factory house and was 
occupied by Mark Lawton senior and his family. Please 
do not intrude on the privacy of the residents, or go 
through the gaps between the modern houses on the 
right to see the Factory. 
 

 
The Lawton’s house, No 10 Mill Green, the factory 

house and former house of woollen cloth 
manufacturer, William Glyde 
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Continue a little further up Mill Green. Through the 
archway on the right the gable end of the Silk Factory 
can be seen. Again, please do not intrude. On the corner 
is Silk Mill Cottage, this is a modern name, but the 
corner of this cottage is still supported by a section of the 
wall of another part of the Old Factory, the rest of which 
was destroyed by the 1880s. The former Dolphin Inn lies 
opposite; it is now 1-3 Dolphin Cottages. 
 

 
The New Factory, now Jordan Flats 

 
 
Continue along Mill Green around the corner, stop where 
the road descends into the river, forming one of the 
longest fords in the country. On your right is The New 
Factory, another solidly built factory building, but of three 
stories, now much altered as Jordan Flats. The wheel 
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was overshot, as a greater head was available than at 
the Old Factory, and was at the far end of the building 
from the river. The mill race, wheel pit and overflow from 
the leat can still be seen with care, as well as the 
abutments of the old footbridge.  
 
Walk alongside the on the footpath path alongside the 
river to the far end of the ford. Cross the footbridge and 
continue along Jericho. The leat can still be traced 
behind the houses and gardens to the weir to the much 
newer bridge carrying Woodmead Road, but please 
don’t try exploring in gardens for the leat. The inlet arch 
can still be seen a few metres upstream from the weir. In 
the distance can be seen another factory, one with a 
chequered history, a story told in other papers in this 
series. 
 
From here, return to the Museum.   
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