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Queen Street Mill – information for candidates  

Overview 

Queen Street Mill is a historic cotton weaving shed in Briefcliffe in Burnley. It is a Grade I 
listed building and an Accredited Museum housing a unique collection of original machinery 
used in the production of cotton cloth, including a working steam plant which powers the 
weaving looms. It is a unique survivor of an industry and factory system that once 
dominated the UK's economy until the mid-Twentieth Century.  

Queen Street Mill is owned by Lancashire County Council (LCC) and managed by its Museum 
Service, which is part of LCC Cultural Services – a vibrant and audience focused service 
which include libraries, local history, archives, outdoor learning and the music service.   

Lancashire County Museum Service also operates Helmshore Mills in Rossendale, which is 
partly owned by Higher Mill Trust. Consisting of a wool fulling mill and cotton spinning mill, 
this site also houses original machinery in situ and displays of historic textile machines. 
Lancashire County Council also care for additional historic textile machinery and archives 
illustrating the Lancashire Textile Industry. Together with the machinery at Queen Street 
Mill, these collections are Designated by Arts Council England for their outstanding historical 
significance.  

 

Brief History of Queen Street Mill 

Queen Street Mill began operations in August 1895 weaving calico cloth, known as grey 
cloth. This was the main type of cotton cloth made by the Lancashire cotton industry.  

It was established by Queen Street Manufacturing Company which promoted the scheme 
in 1894 and raised £20,000 from shareholders to build the mill. In its prospectus published 
in the Burnley Express on 3 March 1894 it advertised 4000 shares at £5 and it had already 
raised more than half the capital for the scheme. The company's bankers were The 
Manchester and County Bank, Burnley, Nelson and Colne and the architect was Smith 
Whitehead, Nelson. The secretary was James Corrin, National School House, Briercliffe who 
was a local Headteacher.  

The first board of provisional directors in the prospectus published on 3 March 1894 were 
all local men as follows 

• Thomas Pickles, Quarryman, Hope Terrace, Haggate 
• George Law, Mason, Granville Street, Briercliffe 
• Brierley Edmondson, Weaver, Haggate 
• John Taylor, Blacksmith, Cobden Terrace, Briercliffe  
• John Nuttall, 55 Bright Villa, Briercliffe 
• Whitaker Whitaker, South View, Briercliffe 
• William Kippax, Postmaster Harle Skyke  
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Their aim was to build a shed that would provide much needed employment for young 
people in the area. They also stated in their prospectus that they had been encouraged in 
the project by the great success of other companies in the immediate neighbourhood.  

The plans for the weaving shed which would hold 1000 looms were approved on 5 July 1894 
by the Rural Sanitary Authority and work started soon afterwards. The mill was built on land 
formerly on Bend Hill Farm in Harle Skyke and the first looms arrived on 14 June 1895. The 
mill then held a christening ceremony on 30 July 1895 for the steam engine which had been 
made and installed in by William Roberts and Sons, Nelson. The ceremony was performed 
by Dr Burns of Fulledge House, Burnley who commented that he hoped the mill would be 'of 
great benefit not only to the shareholders but to all the district as well. During the 36 years 
he had been coming into the locality he had never known a strike to take place, except 
once. That was only for a day and then the people simply wanted a holiday. He hoped the 
undertaking would be worked harmoniously as between master and men, and he had great 
pleasure in naming the engine Nellie. This event marked the beginning of mill operations. 
Later the engine was renamed Prudence and then given its current name Peace in 1919.  

The Queen Street Manufacturing Company and local board and shareholders ran Queen 
Street Mill until 1982. It was typical of mills built in the 1890s, making calico cloth for the UK 
and export markets. Ordinary and unremarkable for most of its history when most mills 
where emptied and swept away in the 1970s it became a unique survivor and the last 
original steam powered textile mill in Lancashire and then the world. Largely unmodernised, 
and with original machinery intact it was saved by Burnley Borough Council who reopened it 
in 1983 and continued to operate it until a plan was put together to turn it into a museum. It 
opened as a museum in 1986 and then transferred to Lancashire County Council who now 
operate it as part of its museum service.   

 

A working mill  

Queen Street Mill is a time capsule from the Industrial Age and a unique visitor attraction. It 
is the only place where you can see and experience a complete Victorian cotton factory and 
see demonstrations of weaving on Lancashire looms that once employed millions of people 
and dominated the British economy.  

When it opened in 1895 the original shed had 1000 looms and although now much smaller it 
still houses 300 looms made by Pemberton & Company and Harling & Todd Limited in 
Burnley. When powered the noise is incredible and it immediately takes you back in time, to 
how people worked in Lancashire over 100 years ago.  

As a working historic mill it has been used in documentaries, TV dramas and feature films, 
such as The Kings Speech in 2010.  

The mill also weaves and sells cloth made on historic machines and products made from the 
cloth including tea towels and aprons. It uses cotton yarn made on mule spinning machines 
at Whittaker Mill, part of Helmshore Mills Textile Museum.  
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The Steam Plant  

Another unique aspect of Queen Street Mill is the original steam plant. This consists of two 
Lancashire boilers and a steam engine. When in steam the plant powers the line shafts 
which power looms in the shed.  

The two Lancashire boilers are coal fired boilers made by Tinker, Shenton and Company in 
Hyde, Cheshire. The first was installed in 1895 and the second in 1901. Water is fed into the 
boiler via a pump taking water from a nearby mill pond. Currently only the 1901 boiler is 
used and is manually stoked.  The older boiler has automatic stokers fitted. Both ran 
through a Green's economiser which was taken out of service in 2015. 

The steam engine, now named Peace, is an original tandem compound horizontal stationary 
steam engine and provides 500 horsepower (370kw).  It was made by William Roberts and 
Company of Nelson. It was upgraded in 1913 with new Corliss rotary valves.   

Link to film about Peace https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fWARvgoQwRw 

 

Future sustainability of steam power 

Queen Street Mill is the last steam powered weaving shed in the world.  

We have been working with the National Trust to define the Spirit of Place for Queen Street 
and the results of this have clearly demonstrated the importance of steam to the site and its 
cherished part in the visitor experience.   

When Queen Street Mill opened coal for the boilers was provided locally with main supplies 
coming from Bank Hall Pit in Burnley until 1971.  Today coal supplies come from outside the 
UK and have included the USA, Russia and most recently from Columbia.  

One of the key challenges facing the continuation of steam power at Queen Street Mill is 
the fuel, its supply, cost and the amount of fuel used to heat the water to make steam.  

The coal is a key risk to operations as restrictions on its production and use of fossil fuels are 
likely to increase and impacted by changing global market conditions. We need to tailor our 
operations of the looms to provide the most efficient use of resources for the benefit of 
visitors to the museum and also to plan and develop and pilot new ways of operating. This 
could include using alternative fuel, power supplies or ways to heat the water required to 
power the steam engine. This would form part of work to reduce the carbon footprint of 
Lancashire County Council premises.  

A key role of the BoilerTechnician will be to work with the museum team to find a more 
sustainable future for steam at Queen Street Mill. 

We have also made new connections with museums facing similar challenges. We will work 
together to not only find a sustainable future for steam but also build education 
programmes to inform the public on the on-ongoing story of power generation placing the 
steam plant as a key part of its story.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fWARvgoQwRw
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