
SUMMARY

In seeking to build a lead-smelting mill in the West Allen valley in 1694, Newcastle merchant John
Rumney came into dispute with local copyhold tenants of the manor of Hexham, who were concerned
about their rights of turbary on the common waste. Peat was to be the primary fuel used by the mill,
in preference to wood which was increasingly expensive. Sir William Blackett, lord of the manor, was
able to obtain a ruling from his court’s jury in favour of the use of peat, a valuable precedent in view
of his own lead-mining and smelting interests in the area. Rumney died within a few months, and it is
not clear if construction of the mill was ever completed. As the industry adopted peat fuel and upland
mills, the tensions revealed in this dispute might have been experienced elsewhere in the North
Pennines.

INTRODUCTION

list of leases in an eighteenth-century abstract of deeds mentions
the right to ‘build a lead miln in West Allen’ which was granted by the second Sir
William Blackett to John Rumney in September 1694.1 From this single reference has

emerged an interesting story which sheds new light on an important but little studied change
in lead smelting in the North Pennines during its phase of expansion in the late seventeenth
century. The ‘lead miln’ will have been an ore-hearth mill for smelting ore into lead, using
water-power to produce an air blast (via bellows) to increase both the oxygen supply and the
heat generated from the fuel burned in the hearth.

An astute businessman, Blackett had bought the manor of Hexham, which included much
of the West Allen valley, from Sir John Fenwick in 1689 (fig. 1). Although the purchase
included the house and estate of Wallington, it is likely that control of the mineral rights
throughout the Hexham manor, in particular those of the lead rich Allen valleys, was a key
consideration for Blackett. He and his late father had held lead-mining leases in the West and
East Allen from the Fenwicks since at least 1660, and buying out his landlord on advanta -
geous terms brought further security to the foundation of the growing Blackett lead business.2

John Rumney was a Newcastle merchant who had also been active in the lead industry
since at least 1677, when he was part of a syndicate leasing mines above Nenthead from the
Radcliffes of Dilston, a lease renewed in 1689. One of his partners in the 1670s had been
Blackett’s elder brother, Michael.3 Rumney had coal interests in Durham and Cumberland. He
was a member of the Company of Merchant Adventurers, and Sheriff of Newcastle in 1683–4
at the same time as William Blackett was Mayor. He left rings to Blackett and to two of
Blackett’s sisters and their spouses in his Will, and further tokens for each of Blackett’s
children. Rumney and Blackett were clearly friends within Newcastle’s tight-knit business
community. Rumney was buried next to Blackett’s father, the first Sir William, in St Nicholas’s
church.4
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THE LOCATION OF THE MILL

Other than being located in the West Allen valley, the site of Rumney’s mill is not identified
in the brief summary within the abstract of deeds, but fortunately further details are to be
found amongst the papers of the Northumberland Quarter Sessions. The mill was to be built
‘at Carrsheeleburn near Smale burnes in West Allenhead’. Rumney had also leased mining
rights nearby.5 The exact location is unclear, although it must have lain upstream, south of the
present small settlement of Carrshield (NY 802475), where open common land still ran down
to the riverbanks in the seventeenth century. Blackett had bought the manor and its rights, but
most of the land alongside the river banks formed part of ancient enclosed ‘inbye’ land, held
on secure ‘copyhold’ terms by the manorial tenants and passed down through their families.
The small Carrshield Burn drains into the West Allen from the Carr Shield copyhold tene -
ment, giving a possible location for the mill, shown as ‘x1’ on fig. 2. This is also near where
Smallburn drains into the West Allen from the west.

Whatever its exact location, Carrshield mill was a long way from the other lead mills we
know about in the area during the seventeenth century (fig. 1). Most were in the woodland
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Fig. 1 Allendale and the
manor of Hexham.
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(which provided fuel for the smelting hearths) and this was to be found on the lower reaches
of the rivers, to the north of the upland moors. The Blacketts had Plankey Mill on the lower
Allen (NY 795621) and Dukesfield on the Devil’s Water (NY 941579) from at least the 1670s.
The Radcliffes were smelting at Woodhall, near Haydon Bridge, in the 1680s (NY 859646), and
the Bacon family appear to have had the old Allen Mill in the late seventeenth century (NY
825572).6 Whitfield Mill was taken on by the London Lead Company as a going concern in
1706 but its construction date is unknown.7 Further details in the Quarter Sessions account
show that building was under way far upstream at Carrshield. Rumney had five men at work
there in the summer of 1694 building the millrace under the direction of his agent, Cuthbert
White of Allendale. He was also building a ‘peathouse’, in which would be stored peats cut
from the moors, under rights also granted in the lease.

THE TRANSITION TO PEAT AS A FUEL

Here then is a rare direct account of the building of a lead smelting mill during the period
when peat was replacing wood – strictly speaking kiln-dried ‘chopwood’ — as the principal
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Fig. 2 Carrshield, c. 1690.
Derived from a plan of 1858

prepared by Thomas
Sopwith, of East and West

Allendale, showing tenement
boundaries prior to common
enclosure of 1800 (Allendale

Estate papers, uncatalogued).
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fuel in the ore hearth. In Swaledale, the mills at Surrender and Old Gang must have been
burning peat in the 1670s and 1680s, smelting having been moved upstream from woodland
stretches.8 Closer to Carrshield, at Blackhall, on the Rowley Burn in Hexhamshire, chopwood
was still being used as fuel for the hearths in 1691, but a deed of 1695 refers to the ‘old kilns’
there, suggesting they were no longer in use to dry the green wood. Dukesfield smelters were
cutting peats by 1716.9 In Blaydon, on the lower navigable reaches of the Tyne, and with cheap
coal nearby, the forerunner to the London Lead Company began smelting lead with coal at
the end of the seventeenth century, using a reverberatory furnace or ‘cupola’, which kept the
fuel physically separate from the ore to minimise sulphurous contamination of the end
product.10

On the North Pennines moorland peat was far more abundant than coal, but its substitu -
tion for wood as a fuel source cannot have been easy. Smelters would have had to adapt to
the difference in physical characteristics and burning temperature of the fuel used in their
hearths. The main motivation for this important change in the industry, relatively little
explored to date, must have been the increased scarcity and rising cost of wood. At Plankey
Mill in the 1680s, chopwood fuel was estimated to cost 10s per fother (1.07 tonnes, 21 cwt) of
lead smelted. In the 1730s, the equivalent cost of smelting a fother of lead with peat at
Nenthead was estimated at 3s.11 Whilst a gap of fifty years precludes a direct comparison, this
reduction of more than threefold is striking. Chopwood was expensive, the produce of
carefully husbanded woodland either held privately, or reserved to the lord of the manor, as
in Hexham.12 Peat, on the other hand, blanketed much of the upland waste, a non-renewable
resource there to be ‘mined’ (assuming of course that the lord and his lessees had the right to
do so). 

The transition to peat as a fuel removed the need to locate mills near to woodland. When
wood was the fuel, its low ratio of weight to bulk compared to lead ore meant it was cheaper
to carry ore, on horseback, to the wood rather than vice versa. This was despite the loss of
around a third of the weight of ore during smelting, and the consequent need to carry that
much ‘deadweight’ to the mills. Part of the attraction of peat as a fuel was therefore a reduc -
tion in ore transport costs, for peat was found in abundance on the upland hills, near the
mines. Upland mills were further from the Newcastle market than those downstream, so the
smelted lead had to be carried further, but the entire cargo had value, unlike the carriage of
deadweight ore. In building a mill close to his mines, Rumney could reasonably expect to
save 3s or more in ore carriage costs for every fother of lead smelted, compared to, say, a
15 km journey to a woodland mill downstream.13 And if his fuel cost savings approached the
figures given above, his total savings were around 10s per fother. This would have been
enough to increase the gross profit by a quarter when it sold in Newcastle.14 The documents
relating to Carrshield in 1694 therefore give a snapshot of the important changes under way
in the geography of lead smelting.

THE OPPOSITION TO CHANGE

But the Quarter Sessions paper records something else. As Rumney’s men laboured on the
new mill race that summer, ‘. . . one William Patteson of Black Clugh & Mathew Lee of
Whitley Sheel came to the said workemen there & disturbed them & would not suffer them
to go on with their worke & putt & threw in a great quantity of earth & great stones into the
water race there & in some places filled it up to the top . . . they would pull [the peathouse]
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down as fast as they built it. And if they wrought every day for a year they would still pull it
down & likewise said that when he the said Mr Rumney or any for him winn any Peats there
they would gather them together in heaps & burn them.’ It was further alleged that Patteson
and Lee had ‘confederated’ with up to fifty others to pull down the mill.15 What is the
explanation for this violent opposition?

Black Cleugh and Whiteley Shield were small copyhold tenements on either side of the
West Allen. The Lees had been at Whiteley Shield since at least 1608, and both the Lee and
Patteson families were listed in the hearth tax assessments of West Allendale in 1673. A suit
roll of the manor of Hexham also shows the Pattesons to have been the copyhold tenants of
Carrshield in 1673–4, the tenement closest to the possible mill location discussed above.16 It is
likely that the danger to livestock and to people of the fumes produced in lead smelting was
already understood, and this might therefore have given rise to concern over the construction
of a mill nearby. It is noticeable, however, that in the allegations given in the Quarter Session
paper, much of the direct action was directed against the peathouse and the winning of peats.
Amongst the rights of copyholders was that of turbary, allowing them to take peat and turves
from the common for fuel and to repair hedgebanks and roofing. Peat was not so abundant
on the open fells as to have entirely avoided regulation through the manor court, particularly
as the breaking of the surface turf reduced the amount of grazing available during the
summer months.17 The local copyholders are unlikely to have taken kindly to the use by a
Newcastle merchant of ‘their’ peat to fuel a growing industry, and a polluting one at that. 

Recourse to the manor courts by the copyholders might have been expected, invoking
tradition to protect their rights, and a search of the surviving Hexham manor court rolls for
1694 shows that rights to peat were indeed investigated that autumn. However, rather than
Lee and Patteson presenting their case to their peers serving on the local East and West Allen
court jury, the issue was brought instead by Blackett, as lord of the manor, to the higher court
of the Hexham grand jury that autumn.18 It has all the hallmarks of a pre-emptive strike.
Members of the grand jury that year were among the more substantial copyholders within the
large manor, and none of them was from the Allen valleys. The carefully framed enquiry put
to them asked whether the lord was within his rights to grant a licence to build a lead mill
and ‘kilns for drying of chopwood peathouse & other necessarys’; what damage this might
cause to the lord ‘or any other persons’; and whether previous lords had not granted similar
rights in the past. Despite the direct action taken by the Carrshield copyholders just a few
months before, the preamble brazenly claimed that ‘severall copyholders & inhabitants in
Allendale . . . have desired & requested the Lord . . . to grant liberty & licence to John Rumney
. . . to sett up a lead milne’.19

Bringing in their verdict, the (presumably tame) jury, at a safe distance away in Hexham’s
Moot Hall, declared only cagily in the lord’s favour. ‘We finde that the former Lords of this
manor have given licence for the erecting & building of leed Milnes & that the grantees have
peaceably enjoyed the same; but the Manr of smelting wth peat & Turfe was not then knowne
in this place, which have not been prejudicial to the Inhabitants here whilst they smelted with
wood & that we conceive the present Lord hath the same priviledge provided that it be not
be too prejudicial to the tenants.’

Blackett, or his bailiff, Thomas Allgood, can be imagined standing over them as they wrote
this down, but in qualifying their endorsement the jurors can be forgiven if they had in mind
the possibility of confrontational visits from the aggrieved West Allen copyholders one
Hexham market day. However, Blackett now had his precedent, and, within a few months, a
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warrant from the Quarter Sessions for the arrest of Patteson and Lee.20 The way was open to
exploit the potential to improve the economics of lead smelting by cutting peat from the
Hexhamshire wastes.

THE AFTERMATH

Given all this, it is curious that there is no obvious trace of a mill, a mill race, or lead slag on
the river banks in the area marked as x1 on fig. 2. A construction site further upstream on the
manorial waste cannot be ruled out and the scale of the later Barney Craig mine and dressing
floors might have obliterated any earlier structures here.21 However, no further mention of a
Carrshield or West Allen lead mill has yet been found in the documentary record.

In supremely unfortunate timing for Blackett, given his efforts in the autumn of 1694, John
Rumney died in February 1695. His Will had been written nearly a year before and made no
mention of Carrshield. It might, in any case, have merited no more than a passing mention
within the extensive property, coal, and lead interests in Newcastle, Cumberland, and
Durham which Rumney bequeathed to his widow, so the impetus was perhaps lost with his
death.22 Although we are left with absence of evidence rather than evidence of absence, it
appears likely that his mill was never completed. 

We do not know what happened to Patteson and Lee, but we may assume that they were
pursued vigorously. It is unlikely that Blackett would have let matters rest. By 1728, at the
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Fig. 3 The view from Barney Craig northwards to Carrshield (x2 on fig. 2: see note 21).
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very latest, the Blackett family was operating its own peat-fuelled lead mill just over the hill
near Allenheads (NY 851464), and it is tempting to see in its construction a deliberate 
re-assertion of manorial authority soon after the Carrshield affair.23 Given those earlier court
proceedings, it is doubtful whether any local concerns over the building of the Allenheads
mill took as violent a form as at Carrshield. More generally though, further incidents of unrest
from those fearful of the loss of ancient rights of common, in the face of the growth and
changing economics of the regional lead industry, might be found through wider
investigation of the manorial records of the upland dales. 
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NOTES
1 Blackett of Wallington, Abstract of deeds, 31 January 1757– Northumberland Archives

2672/E/DEEDS/C61. I am grateful to Liz Sobell for drawing my attention to this entry. The original
deeds and leases appear to have been lost.

2 Fairbairn, 2000, 10, 12, 28; Northumberland Archives, Blackett Abstract of Title, ZWN A/1. 
3 Longstaffe, 1857, 99–100; Longstaffe, 1867, 166.
4 Durham Probate Registry DPRI/1/1694/R17/1–2; Mackenzie, 1827, 615; Brand, 1789, 187.

Rumney’s father-in-law, Robert Roddam, was another alderman and Mayor.
5 Northumberland Archives: Quarter Sessions, QSB/6, January 1695 (new style), p. 32.
6 Dukesfield and Plankey Mill: Michael Blackett letter book, Cambridge University Library, Add

MS 91; Woodhall: Longstaffe, 1857, 110; Allendale: Fairbairn, 2000, 37–8.
7 Raistrick and Jennings, 1965, 120–21.
8 M. C. Gill, pers comm; Gledhill, 1992, 63. 
9 Blackhall: Swinburne Mill accounts- TWAM CM/1/90, Northumberland Archives, Ridley estate

deeds ZRI/20/17; Dukesfield: Northumberland Archives, Quarter Sessions, QSB/44, p. 57.
10 Raistrick and Jennings, 1965, 118.
11 Plankey Mill: Northumberland Archives, Blackett mill accounts, ZBL 273/14; Nenthead: The

National Archives, Col. Liddell’s account book, ADM 79/35, p. 14.
12 Northumberland Archives, Abstract of Sir John Fenwick’s purchase of Hexham Manor,

1632–2762/E/X16; thanks to Liz Sobell for this reference.
13 Contemporary accounts indicate that 40% or more of the weight of ore was lost during smelting.

For those mills equipped with a slag hearth, from which further lead could be recovered from the
slag residue from the first smelting, the loss could be reduced to a third, but not all late
seventeenth-century mills had slag hearths. However, taking the ‘best case’ of loss of a third of the
weight of ore, 1.61 tonnes of lead ore was required to produce a 1.07 tonne fother of lead, meaning
0.54 tonnes of ‘deadweight’ had to be carried to the mill. In the 1680s and 1690s ore carriage rates
in the district amounted to roughly 4.5d/tonne/km (calculated from Northumberland Archives,
ZBL 273/14, TWAM, CM/1/90, Fenwick, 1858, 160). 0.54 tonnes × 15 km × 4.5d = 36.45d, i.e. 3s, or
more where smelting was less efficient.

14 Plankey Mill lead cost £8 per fother to produce in the 1680s, including carriage to Newcastle,
where it could be sold for around £10: Northumberland Archives, ZBL 273/13–4; Burt, 1984, 303.

15 Northumberland Archives, QSB/6 p. 32.
16 Hinds, 1896, 98; The National Archives, Hearth Tax Assessment, E179/158/110 r29, 33d; North -

umberland Archives, Manor of Hexham Suit Roll 1673–4, 672/A/14A/10. The gable ends and other
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remains of the fine old Whiteley Shield bastle house can still be seen just to the north of the present
house.

17 The West Allendale manor court jury was asked in 1646 to determine the turbary rights of two
men in a peat moss: Winchester, 2000, 129.

18 Northumberland Archives, Hexhamshire Manor Court — Grand Jury, 6 October 1694,
672/A/2A/198.

19 Rumney had his men at work on the mill in June 1694, but the lease was dated 29 September. It
seems Blackett was content to let his close acquaintance start work on a more informal basis and
then hastily formalised the lease a week before the manor court sat.

20 Northumberland Archives QSB/6 p. 32. Blackett’s cousin, John Blackett of Ovingham, was one
of the Justices who signed the arrest warrant for Patteson and Lee with which the Quarter Session
record closes.

21 The remains of an early nineteenth-century crushing mill lie on the west bank of the river
immediately below the huge spoil heaps of the mine. Although this is at some distance from the
‘Carr sheeles burn’ of the Quarter Sessions record it remains possible that this was a development
of the unfinished millrace of 1694 (fig. 3). Its location is marked as ‘x2’ in fig. 2. Another structure,
much more ruinous, stands higher above the river on the opposite bank. 

22 Brand, 1789, 187; Durham Probate Registry, DPRI/1/1694/R17/1–2.
23 Northumberland Archives, Blackett lead business journals and accounts, 672/E/1B/1.
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