A medieval fulling mill at Barrowburn on the
River Coquet: evidence and context
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SUMMARY

A fulling mill on the River Coquet between the Rowhope Burn and the Hepden Burn is the subject of
a single reference in the Newminster Chartulary, the only surviving document detailing the activities

of the Cistercian abbey near Morpeth. This paper explores the implications of that reference, which can
be dated to A[L226to 1245 discusses why a mill might have been built there, and suggests what may
have happened to it in the context of other activities in the area.

INTRODUCTION

ince 2010, members of Coquetdale Community Archaeology (CCA) have
&een exploring a stretch of the River Coquet (figs. 1 and 2) referred to in the New-
inster Chartulary as the site of a fulling mill (Fowler 1878 78-9). The details of this
reference are explored further below, as is an assertion of a more precise location for the mill
made by a local antiquarian, David Dippie Dixon, who recorded that structural remains could
seen in the same stretch of river opposite Windyhaugh farm in the late nineteenth century
(Dixon 1903 21).

Although shown on modern Ordnance Survey maps as the Hepden Burn, the tributary of
the Coquet that forms the eastern boundary of the stretch of river in question has had other
names. On Armstrong’s map of 1769 (fig. 3) it is called Barrough Burn, whilst on the 1st
edition Ordnance Survey map of 1866it is Barrow Burn. Barrowburn is also the name of the
farm within which the location described by Dixon lies, and this name is therefore the one
used to describe the mill site.

Initial inspection of the site by CCA members in 2010revealed that in addition to masonry
and timber remains in the bank and the river bed opposite Windyhaugh farm (NGR NT 8655
1097, further timber remains of a built structure existed in the river bed some 50 metres
upstream (NGR NT 8652 110). This site was fully excavated in 2011, revealing a well-
preserved, substantial wooden structure comprising three timber baulks set across the
stream, with close-set planks forming a level surface between them and posts set orth
ogonally to this surface. Work also began in the same year on the downstream site. Here, CCA
has identified the remains of a high quality masonry wheel-pit in the river, along with
elements of timber structures which dating evidence confirms are compatible with a
thirteenth-century construction date, contemporary with the upstream site. Sections of wall
have been excavated on the associated riverbank and medieval artefacts found there include
coins, pottery and a key, as well as charcoal fragments that have been dated to the fourteenth
century. Whilst it seems highly probable that these elements form the remains of the fulling
mill referred to in the chartulary, work continues on this site in order to provide additional
evidence relating to its form, function and date.

This paper represents the first part of a two-stage report. It reviews the background and
evidence for early fulling mills in Britain, before examining the context of the specific site at
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Fig. 1 Location map showing the position of the study area, including places mentioned in
the text.
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Fig. 2 Detailed map of the study area in Upper Coquetdale, featuring places mentioned in the text.

Barrowburn and exploring the economic, social and historical implications of a mill there. A
subsequent paper will describe the archaeological investigation and results at Barrowburn
site, and will set out evidence for its chronology and function.

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND TO MILLS, WOOL AND FULLING
The development of mills in Britain

Watermill technology is thought to have arrived in Britain with the Romans and in North-
umberland there is evidence for its use along Hadrian’s Wall at Haltwhistle Burn (Wilson
1976 26-32). Although only a few Roman-period watermills have been excavated, the avail -
able evidence indicates that vertical waterwheels were used to drive millstones through
rudimentary gearing. It is not known, however, whether they were used for purposes other
than milling grain.

Following the Roman period there is evidence for the continued use of water power from
around ad 700 up to the Conquest: most, though not all, of the few known examples seem to
have used horizontal wheels. The best known and most well-preserved mills of this type in
the early medieval period are those excavated at Tamworth, where wooden floors and
remains of side planking, corner posts and the water supply system were preserved in river
silts (Rahtz and Meeson 1992 32-42). Less well-preserved are a series of three mills built
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Fig. 3 Extract from Armstrong’s Map of Northumberland ( 1769 centred on Barrough
(Barrowburn) in Upper Coquetdale.

-

between the tenth and twelfth centuries at West Cotton, Northamptonshire, where a sequence
from vertical wheels at the start of that period to horizontal wheels at the end is suggested by
the excavators (Windell et al.1990 29-32). Many more examples of horizontal watermills are
known in Ireland, where their use is attested from the mid seventh to mid nineteenth
centuries (Rahtz and Meeson 1992 156). In Northumberland the only known example of a
watermill with a horizontal wheel, prior to modern water turbines of the last two centuries
(Hutt 2001, 13-20), is represented by the masonry paving and timbers of an Anglo-Saxon mill
excavated at Corbridge (Snape2003.

Although many mill sites are known from documentary references in the immediate pre-
Conquest period, there is a proliferation of such references following the Conquest,
particularly as a result of the Domesday Survey which lists over 5000examples in England.
References in Northumberland which, along with Durham, was excluded from Domesday;,
begin only in the twelfth century. During this period, watermills were normally the property
of manorial lords or religious houses, but not all were kept as part of the manorial demesne;
some were let out to tenants, a practice that became more common with time (Allison 1975
7). It is likely that most of these post-Conquest mills used vertical watermill technology and
that horizontal wheels went out of use in or before the thirteenth century (English Heritage
2011, 4).

The most common medieval application for mill technology was that of grinding grain.
However, the power that could be derived from a rotating shaft was put to other uses as well;
in medieval Europe these included activities such as sawing, ore-crushing and metalworking
(for example, Astill 1993 272-8). Apart from the production of flour from grain, the most
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common application of mill technology in later medieval and early modern England was that
of fulling, a process inextricably linked with the source of national wealth, the wool industry.

Wool in medieval Britain

Davies describes the special position occupied by wool in the English economy throughout
the Middle Ages, noting the thirteenth-century use of the epithet ‘carrying wool to England’
in the same sense that ‘carrying coals to Newcastle’ came to be used in the nineteenth century
(Davies 1954 220).

Britain as a whole, and England in particular, exported significant quantities of raw wool
and woollen fabrics to the Continent, a trade which grew after the Conquest to such an extent
that by the twelfth century wool had become England’s greatest economic asset. The great
landowners, including the Border monasteries and in particular the Cistercian houses, grew
wealthy as a direct result of the wool trade. However, successive monarchs from Edward |
taxed the trade in raw wool heavily, ultimately damaging it and causing more of the wool to
be converted into cloth for both the domestic and export markets. The former was stimulated
by a significant growth in population from around 1.5 million in 1086 to between 4 and
5million in 130Q Although for much of the medieval period the export of raw wool remained
more important than fabrics, cloth making became increasingly important in the large towns
of southern and eastern England nearest the Continent, where the peak of production was
reached in the later thirteenth century, before political strife, followed by the Great Famine of
1315-17 and the Black Death (from 1348 precipitated a period of decline. In Northumberland
and the Borders sheep stocks appear to have been high and exports involved both raw wool
and cloth; in 12012 Newcastle seems to have been the third most important cloth producer
in the country after York and Lincoln (Miller 1965 66) whilst towards the end of the thirteenth
century it was one of the six most important exporters of wool in the country (Davies 1954
272, Lloyd 2005 80). This prosperity was probably damaged by the Scottish attacks that
started in the 129Gs, but it is clear that financial burdens arising from overseas staples such as
that at St. Omer also did serious harm to an export industry. which, because it was reliant on
relatively poor quality wool, found it hard to manage the resulting costs and competition.
When the overseas staples were finally abolished, exports of northern wool through
Newcastle recovered faster than did those from the rest of the country (Lloyd 2005 127).

Though most of the wool produced in Britain was exported as fleeces, the domestic fabric
industry grew rapidly following the introduction of water-powered mills, such that by 1300
there were important wool-manufacturing centres in the south-west and south, and in
Yorkshire and Cumbria, as well as smaller concerns supplying local, domestic markets in
north-east England and the Borders. In 1331Edward Il encouraged Flemish master weavers
to settle in Britain, particularly in regions such as Cumbria where populations were below the
optimum levels needed to service the fulling mills, which required up to 100 man-days of
labour to produce and process the wool into cloth for each day of fulling. Following the Black
Death, sheep farming increased because of lack of manpower to carry out arable farming, but
for the same reason raw wool exports also expanded, while the labour-intensive
manufacturing of wool fabrics became both specialised and localised, moving from the east
coast towards the west. The result of this was that whereas England exported almost no cloth
at all in 1347 in the later fourteenth and fifteenth centuries it became a manufacturer and
exporter of cloth rather than primarily a raw wool exporter.
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Fulling

Fulling involves closing together the threads of newly woven woollen fabric with the purpose

of producing a grease free cloth of the correct thickness for future use or process, such as
dyeing. After weaving, the fibres of a piece of cloth are loose and unmeshed and the woven
threads need tightening. The fulling process thickens the structure of the fabric by knitting the
fibres together and by shrinking them, transforming the cloth from a loose net into a compact
whole. Several discrete steps are required as part of the fulling process, the main ones being
scouring, consolidation of the fabric fibres and rinsing, although the nature and number of
these steps may vary according to local resources and the kinds of fibre being treated. The
scouring phase reduces the oils and grease in the cloth; it is carried out using water and a
cleaning agent such as Fuller’s earth (a fine silicaceous clay with a high magnesium oxide
content particularly valued in this process for its de-greasing and de-colourising properties),
or substances such as animal fat, burnt bracken (a source of potash), stale urine, or soapwort.
The other main part of the fulling process, the knitting together of fibres, is achieved by
agitating the fabric in such a way that the scales of the individual fibres of the fabric hook
together.

Although most of the grease and other substances removed by medieval fulling was
natural, some may have been artificially introduced. On occasions, for example, shepherds
would use a mixture of tar and butter or other fat on their flocks as a salve, in order to
maintain their condition by Killing parasites (Walker 200Q 59; Fitzherbert 1882 46).

Until the twelfth century the fulling process in Britain was a manual one, with people
physically trampling the cloth in tubs (fig. 4) and then rinsing it in streams. This labour-

Fig. 4 Waulking cloth in early twentieth-century Connemara, Ireland
(Pelham 1958 pl.1).













































