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This is an attempt to resolve a conflict of evidence.  Dr Robert Dunning, sometime 
Editor of the Victoria County History for Somerset, drew my attention back to this 
problem. 
 
Location 
 
Dulverton is a small town in Somerset, lying on the river Barle, a major tributary of 
the Exe, close to the Devon border and tucked in to the south side of Exmoor.  It is in 
a landscape of wooded steep-sided valleys.  Writing in 1950, Shorter1 refers to two 
cottages in Lady Street, formerly “Paper Mill Cottages” and known later as 
“Birdcage”.  He suggests these may be connected with “Paper Mill House” in a 
Sydenham family sale document of 1818.  At the Somerset Record Office, in the 
Sydenham and other papers, Dunning has found2 that shortly after 1710 a property 
was taken in hand “for to erect a paper mill thereon”.  The property was still in hand 
and a paper mill in 1726 and ’36, but in 1759 a “new” house called “Paper Mill 
House” was let to Abraham Bryant.  It was let again in 1763 to Richard Anstey, the 
previous tenants being Peter Tucker and Bryant.  A short lived paper mill is indicated 
and this view is supported by there being no references to a mill at Dulverton in either 
the Excise General Lists nor in the Paper Makers’ Directories covering the 19th and 
20th centuries.  Today, on the likely site, the northernmost and first of the four mill 
sites on the Dulverton leat, where Lady Street meets the leat, is a house called “Paper 
Mill”(see map1 from the 1885 OS).  In the 1838 Tithe schedule this is plot 1929, a 
cottage and garden owned and occupied by Thomas Bell. 

 

 
 
 
       Map 1 Weir, Leat and Lady Street        Map 2 R Barle north of Dulverton Weir 



In 1986, Binding and Bonham-Carter3 writing in the “Exmoor Microstudy” series , 
identify the paper mill in Lady Street (p38) and provide a picture of Paper Mill house 
(the “Birdcage” but without giving a reason for this curious name – did it refer to 
avian or to human residents?).  However they go on to suggest that the mill was 
actually further north lying between Northmoor Road (the northern continuation of 
Lady Street) and the river, well north of the start of the leat.  This latter suggested 
building, demolished by 1986, is also shown in a photograph in this book (p71).  This 
is not, however, the profile of a typical 18th century paper mill, although of course it 
could have been altered.  Moreover this site now has no remains of a leat near it and is 
high above the river, while Shorter was not, in 1950, pointed towards it by his 
informants at Dulverton.  The 1838 Tithe map shows a row of four cottages on the 
east of the road opposite two cottages on the west.  The earliest OS (map 2) shows 
cottages in these same positions with the wooded valley slopes beyond.  The picture 
in Binding and Bonham-Carter shows precisely these cottages and mentions the 
strawberry fields beyond.  These latter were created by clearance of the slopes and 
have now disappeared once more under woodland.  The 1930 OS map shows the 
cottages once again but later demolition of the two near the river was probably the 
result of road improvements after the Second World War.  It is of course possible that 
an industrial building was erected on this site and then itself demolished but there is 
no room for a hypothetical paper mill of that later period. 
 
Buildings 
 
At the Lady Street site, extensions – late 18th/19th century to the north to augment the 
structure to make two cottages and also taking a piece of lane into the property (see 
the curved corner on the lower part of the main building in Fig 1) and 20th century 
  

 
            Fig1 NE corner                                      Fig 2 Paper Mill House from SE 

 
conservatory and kitchen space to the south (Fig 2) – may be ignored.  The reference 
to a new house in 1759 can equally refer to a conversion.  The main building is 
distinguished by 27” walls extending the full three-storey height at north and south, 
including the (now interior) gable to the north.  The walls of the ground and first 



floors to east and west are 24” but the walls above to the second floor are 18”, the 
interior stair to the west side actually widening as it arrives on the top floor.  The 
exterior is covered with layers of paint, making vertical joints almost impossible to 
see.  Nevertheless, the evidence provides clear indications that the top floor of the 
three was the drying loft, an entirely typical arrangement for an 18th century paper 
mill.  The roof structure is very crude and not what would be expected for a paper mill 
of that period (contrast the superb roof timbers at Bleadney Old Mill in Wookey, 
converted to paper making in 1784).  Roof construction has also entailed the removal 
of the top of the south gable and its replacement by a hipped end (Figs 2 and 3)  
 

 
 

Fig 3 Roof interior, S end 
 
perhaps because of a structural fault.  It would seem that this roof was a replacement, 
possibly when the building was converted from a house to cottages.  Two stacks may 
be seen in the main structure in Fig 2 – both are inserted and not original. 
 
Other Information 
 
Being the first mill on the leat had the advantage of providing clean process water.  
There are no signs of the normal water management here but the passage of three 
centuries might well leave nothing.  The mill’s position would indicate an undershot 
wheel of comparatively low power.  Its management, particularly without a spillway, 
would have been a problem in any case.  The interior width, constrained by leat and 
street, at 13’3” could have been a tight fit for a full set of fifteen hammers and 
working space around it.   
 
Whether there were problems of pollution for the town and the three grist mills down-
stream or disputes about water flow is not known.  The names of the paper makers are 
not known – the baptism, marriage and burial records for the period are 
disappointingly devoid of occupational or dwelling information.  There is no evidence 
of the sort of paper produced.  The mill was a long way from what must be its 
presumed main markets at Exeter and Taunton: other mills in Devon and Somerset 
were much better placed. 
 



Conclusion 
 
Residual doubt remains but it would appear almost certain that there was a paper mill 
in Dulverton on the site now known as “Paper Mill”.  It was poorly located and 
probably inefficient. It is thus not surprising that it was worked for less than 50 years. 
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