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NEW DESCRIPTION OF PAISLEY MAY 1787 
WILLIAM CARLILE – BANKHEAD MILL, CARLILE PLACE, PAISLEY 
The Gentleman’s Magazine May 1787 
 
PAISLEY was erected into a burgh of barony by James IV. 1488. It enjoys all the 
powers necessary for government and police, without any of the burthens to 
which royal burghs are subjected. The government of the town is veiled in three 
magistrates, seventeen counsellors, and a treasurer; eight of whom are changed 
annually at Michaelmas. The freedom of the place is conferred on very 
moderate terms. The revenues of the town are not great, but they have been 
managed to the best advantage. The rapid increase of the place has not been 
attended with a proportional increase of revenue; therefore, several necessary 
improvements, and intended public buildings, are not yet carried into execution. 
 
As the extensive manufactures carried on at this town and places adjacent are 
valuable acquisitions to the country, they will naturally excite the attention of 
all who consider manufactures one of the chief pillars which support our 
national prosperity. In attempting to trace the progress and extent of these, it 
will not be improper to observe, that the first attempts to emerge from sloth 
and poverty require considerable exertions; and even these exertions can have 
but small effect for a considerable period of time. The first difficulty to 
surmount, is the want of knowledge in the branch to be introduced. When that 
is overcome, the want of capital is another obstruction, which commonly 
prevents any great progress from being made for years. After the habits of 
industry are acquired, and the manufacturing arts are arrived at some degree of 
perfection, when the capitals of those engaged in them have increased in 
proportion, then the progress of manufactures moves rapidly on; but when all 
the springs of emulation, ambition, and expensive luxury, are put in motion, they 
accelerate their progress with astonishing velocity. 
 
The branches of manufactures carried on at Paisley, are the linen, the thread, 
the silk, and the cotton. The manufacture of linen, and linen mixed with cotton, 
was begun before the union of the two nations, but at that time was very 
inconsiderable. A few looms were employed in weaving muslins, but this trade 
was soon annihilated by the introduction of foreign muslins. It is a curious 
circumstance, that, after they were obliged to abandon this fabric for 80 years, 
the progress of the manufacturing arts is so far advanced, that they 
have now, with great probability of success, commenced a rivalry with the 
weavers of Indostan, where that fabric has been manufactured for ages. 
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Their next attempt was weaving striped linens, which they named Bengals, 
which was an imitation of cotton, but made of linen and cotton yarn. At this 
time, a trade with England being opened, a considerable trade of check 
handkerchiefs was carried on for several years with advantage. To this 
succeeded plain, striped, spotted, and figured lawns, and bordered 
handkerchiefs. After this, plain and figured thread gauze was added to the other 
fabrics. These light Fancy articles tended to excite the ingenuity and taste of the 
artists, so that goods of all various patterns were now made, and their success 
in invention and workmanship was considerable. The Paisley manufactures were 
now in demand both in the home and foreign markets, and a foundation was 
laid for that extensive business to which they have since attained. — In order to 
ascertain the progress of this branch, I here subjoin an abstract account from 
the stamp-masters' books, who make a report yearly upon oath to the 
honourable board of trustees for fisheries and manufactures, &c. 
 

1 Nov. to D°. Yards. Value 
  £. S. d. 
1743 to 1744 353407 15,886 15 10 
1747 to 1748 413,660 23,671 19 07 
1757 to 1758 649,998 43,665 08 11 
1767 to 1768 529,012 54,664 12 11½ 
1783 to 1784 1,921,020 164,385 16 06½ 

 
 
The manufacture of thread was first attempted in this country by Mrs. Millar of 
Bargarran, 1722, having received some information and machinery from 
Holland. Her example was immediately followed by several families in Paisley. 
They imitated that species called nuns, or ounce thread, which is made up in 
hanks of forty threads, and reeled upon reels a yard in circumference. This 
manufacture succeeded equally well with the lawns and gauzes and has arrived 
at a high degree of perfection. But, after being once established, and the profits 
reduced to a moderate quantum, methods were adopted by some to increase 
these profits, which were neither honourable, nor, in the result, advantageous, 
by putting thirty threads in the hank instead of forty; but when the thirty threads 
became perfectly known in the market, twenty-eight were substituted by some 
instead of thirty, and thirty-four or thirty-five inches length instead of thirty-six. 
Frauds were arrived to such a height, that it became highly necessary to make 
application to Parliament to remedy this growing evil, and prevent the ruin of 



4 
 

this valuable manufacture. The Board of Directors appointed by the Chamber of 
Commerce and Manufactures for Glasgow, Paisley, Greenock, &c. engaged in 
this public measure. The heads of a bill were accordingly drawn up by them and 
presented to Parliament by the Lord Advocate of Scotland last session. It was 
ordered to be printed, and, it is to be hoped, will be passed into a law. The 
different species of threads made at Paisley and neighbourhood are, Nuns or 
ounce thread, Lisle or dozen thread, Lish thread used for heddles, flourishing 
cotton for embroidering, India cotton for flowering, and ware thread. 
 
STATE OF THE THREAD MANUFACTURE FOR 1784, AT PAISLEY. 
 
The number of machines employed in twining thread, in 1784, was not under 
120.  
 
Each machine upon an average will twine, of yarn, 2,400 spindles.  
 
Total quantity of spindles, 288,000.  
 
288,000 spindles of thread, valued at 4s 6d when manufactured, £64,800. 
 
I shall here subjoin a general statement of the thread manufactured in Scotland. 
Having directed my enquiries to this object in 1781 and made a calculation for 
ascertaining the value of this trade, I received additional evidence to confirm 
that calculation from Mr. Arbuthnot, secretary to the hon. Board of Trustees. 
Having perused the state, he gave it in charge to the inspecting officers to survey 
the thread manufactures in the different places where they are established, and 
to report the number of machines employed, and the value. It was found that 
the aggregate of their reports differed very inconsiderably from the calculation 
made at that time, considering the extent of the object. 
 
As this branch gradually increased to 1784, it will not be improper to fix upon 
that year for our general state.  
 
The number of machines employed is at least 500. 
 
200 of which are "employed in twining ounce threads of ail different species 
included under this denomination, and will consume, upon an average, 2400 
spindles of yarn each, which amount to 480,000 spindles. 
 
480,000 spindles at 4s 6d when manufactured into thread, amount to £108,000. 
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300 machines employed in twining stitching or pound threads, white, coloured, 
and Osnaburgh, will consume each 2000 spindles, which make 600,000 spindles. 
 
600,000 spindles, at 3s 9d when manufactured, is £112,000. 
 

Total value, £220,000 
Total spindles, 1,080,000 
 

This manufacture, in performing all the various operations, from the spinning of 
the flax to the finishing of the 'thread, employs upwards of 20,000 women, 
besides 4 or 5000 men. 
 
(To be concluded next month.) 
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NEW DESCRIPTION OF PAISLEY JUNE 1787 
WILLIAM CARLILE – BANKHEAD MILL, CARLILE PLACE, PAISLEY 
The Gentleman’s Magazine June 1787 – Continued from May 1787 
 
THE silk gauze manufacture was begun at Paisley in 1759. The similarity betwixt 
thread gauze and silk gauze accelerated the progress of this branch. The weavers 
found no great difficulty in imitating the Spitalfields fabrics; and the 
manufacturer found it his interest to push a business so favourably situated for 
cheapness of labour compared with the metropolis of Great Britain. A company 
from London established a warehouse for that branch in 1761; and several 
others soon after, composed of partners, some at Paisley, and others at London 
This new manufacture gave sufficient room for the display of taste and genius 
in contriving new patterns. In this they succeeded beyond all expectation. 
Paisley silk gauzes became the fashionable wear through all the polite circles in 
Europe. The Spitalfields manufacturers were fairly outdone, and the British 
gauzes were preferred at Paris in opposition to all the exertions of the French 
manufacturers, by whom these fabrics were originally invented. At last His Most 
Christian Majesty published an arret, prohibiting the importation of them under 
the severest penalties. It is probable, how-ever, that arrets in France will have 
much the same effect as prohibitory laws in Britain. — Since the writing of the 
above state, a commercial treaty hath been concluded with France, in which 
gauzes of all kinds are admitted upon a 10 percent, duty ad valorem. 
 
STATE OF THE SILK GAUZE FOR 1784 
 
Number of weavers employed, not under     5,000 
Winders, warpers, clippers, drawboys, and others, 
necessary in the Various parts of the silk manufact.   5,000 

10,000 
 

Suppose these 10,000 workers at an average to earn 5s. per week, the sum paid 
for wages will be……        £130,000 
 
Every silk loom produces in value yearly, upon an average, £70; 

the amount is £350,000 
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THE VALUE OF PAISLEY MANUFACTURERS FOR 1784 
 
Silk gauzes £350,000 00 00 
Lawns and thread gauze £164,385 16 06½ 
Thread £64,800 00 00 
 £579,185 16 06½ 

 
THE NUMBER OF PEOPLE EMPLOYED 
 
Lawn branch 
Weavers 1,400 
Spinners 7,384 
Winders, warpers, clippers, &c. 1,000 
Overseers 100 
Makers of machinery and implements        800 
 11,684 
 
Thread 
Spinners, winders, bleachers, twiners, &c. 4,800 
Silk weavers 5,000 
Winders, warpers, clippers, &c. 5,000 
Total employed  26,484 
 
That we may discover of what importance these manufactures are to this 
country, it is proper to point out what part of the value is the produce of labour, 
and what part is imported from foreign countries. 
 
The lawns gross value £164,385 16 06½ 
Deduct for foreign yarn, 
Irish included £21,600 00 00 
Deduct for lintseed and 
foreign ashes £1,785 16 06½ 
Remains £141,000 00 00 
 
The thread gross value £64,800 00 00 
Deduct for yarn, 
foreign & Irish, £600 00 00 
Deduct for foreign 
lintseed and ashes £580 00 00 
Remains £63,620 00 00 
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Silk gauze. 
Wages paid £130,000 00 00 
Profits at £10 per cent. 
including charges of 
merchandise £35,000 00 00 
 £369,620 00 00 
 
Some years previous to this period, an event happened which portended a 
considerable revolution in the manufactures of Great Britain. This was Mr. 
Arkwright's happy invention of machinery, so nicely constructed, and so 
judiciously planned, that with one great water-wheel above 4000 threads of 
cotton-yarn are spun at once, of which the finest muslins are manufactured. 
This, with the invention of Jeanies for spinning woofs, encouraged the 
manufacturers, both of South and North Britain, to attempt the various fabrics 
of cotton goods with high probability of success. Such powerful means for 
accelerating labour, and at the same time producing yarn more perfect in 
quality, had the effect of reducing the prices of manufactured cottons. This great 
acquisition operated likewise upon the fashions. Cottons were substituted in 
part for linens, woolens, and even silks. Hence it became necessary for the 
manufacturers at Paisley again to attempt the fabric of muslins. 
 
In 1785 they engaged in this branch, and are now carrying it on to a considerable 
extent. The difficulties attending every new fabric are many; the minutiae in the 
progress of various operations are at first but imperfectly understood. There is 
one encouraging circumstance, however, that they have not only great 
advantages from the machinery invented, which is superior to every other 
country, but also the weavers perform their operations better than the Asiatics. 
Yet, after all the exertions made, and the vast sums expended upon machinery, 
buildings, materials, &c. the East India Company have it in their power, by a great 
importation' of muslins, to involve thousands of industrious British subjects in 
distress and ruin. This circumstance requires the attention of the legislature, as 
some limitation appears absolutely necessary with respect to the importation of 
foreign muslins. Were the East India Company to import the raw material, which 
is of a finer quality than what is produced on the British West-India islands; this 
would be productive of the must salutary consequences to the home 
manufactures of tins country: but if cotton wool will not pay the expense of such 
a long navigation with a profit to the importers; then, in that case, if no foreign 
muslins were permitted to be imported under 5s the yard 36 inches broad, nd 
7s 6d six quarters broad, this would give stability to the coarser fabrics, and 
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security to the manufacturers in employing their capitals upon this extensive 
field. 
 
It is proper to call the attention of the cotton manufacturers to an object in 
which they are all interested; that is, to apply for an act of parliament to regulate 
the making up of cotton yarn for sale. In a manufacture that is so greatly 
extended, and such numbers employed in the spinning of yarn, it may easily be 
supported that a number will be disposed to curtail both the length and number 
of threads commonly put in the hank, especially when it can be done without 
any penalty from the law; of their country. Various frauds in cotton yarn have 
been discovered of late, and, it is to be reared, will daily increase, unless a stop 
is put to them by authority. 
 
In 1727 a law was made for regulating the length and tale of linen yarn in 
Scotland. The operation of that act of parliament has been of great benefit to 
the linen manufacture. Cottons of all the various fabrics will no doubt, in some 
degree, circumscribe the linen manufacture of Great Britain; but, when it is 
considered that a vast quantity of linen yarn was annually imported, and that 
there is no reason to fear but that all which is spun in this country will be used 
in the fabrics still remaining, it cannot be reckoned any misfortune. It is only 
relinquishing one manufacture in part, when another is extended to a greater 
degree.  
 
The parliament in 1743 enacted, that a bounty of one penny should be given for 
every yard of British and, Irish linens, made of hemp of flax, of the value of fix 
pence per yard, and not exceeding twelve-pence per yard, and of one half penny 
for every yard under the value of six-pence per yard, which shall be exported 
out of Great Britain to Africa, America, Portugal, Spain; and was afterwards 
extended to all linens of the value of eighteen-pence per yard. Those bounties 
were, no doubt, very favourable to the linen trade of Scotland and Ireland; and 
a continuation of that national encouragement to British made linens may be 
highly proper; but for what cause Great Britain will continue to give to Ireland 
from £50 to £70,000 a year of bounties upon their linens, is difficult to perceive. 
It is necessary here to state a few facts, from which it may be determined, 
whether it be not the interest of Great Britain to exclude the Irish from that 
bounty until a more liberal interchange of manufactures is established. 
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Previous to the year 1759 all goods, made chiefly of linen-yarn with a small 
mixture of cotton, were admitted into Ireland duty-free; but, after that period, 
such goods were considered as unrated merchandize, and charged with a duty 
of £10, per cent.  
 
In the year 1779, the Irish acts of parliament of the 14th and 15th of Charles II. 
Laying a duty of 5s per doz. on fine needle-wrought handkerchiefs of Holland, 
were construed to extend to a coarse article called Kenting handkerchiefs, sent 
at that time in considerable quantities from Paisley and neighbourhood to 
Ireland at the low average price of 11s. per dozen. Consequently, from paying 
nothing previous to 1759, and £10 per cent, alter that period, the duty was 
advanced to about 40I. per cent, ad valorem. 
 
Threads which are wholly made of linen yarn, by a singular mode of 
management, are rated at 5s per lb. from No 4 to 20, when the medium value is 
not above 3s and pay 10I. per cent, upon that rate ; from No 20 to 40 they are 
rated at 15s per Ib. notwithstanding the medium value is not above 8s: thus, 
instead of a 10I. percent, duty, they are charged about 17I.½ percent, 
advalorem. But, what is more singular, the importer is obliged to make oath, 
that his threads are of that value at which they are rated, before he can obtain 
a clearance from the Custom house. 
 
In the year 1781, the same construction of the acts of the 14th and 15th of 
Charles 11 was extended to silk gauze handkerchiefs, upon which the duty was 
advanced from about 1s 10d to 5s per dozen, making nearly 50I. per cent. On 
the average value of that species of goods consumed in the Irish market. 
 
In like manner, printed handkerchiefs pay 5s per dozen, equal to about 30 l. per 
cent, on the medium qualities usually consumed in Ireland; and, in addition to 
this duty, 6d per yard is charged up on all muslins, or cotton handkerchiefs or 
neckerchiefs, extending to a duty of 46I. per cent, ad-valorem. 
 
After all these prohibitory duties, Great Britain, by an act of liberal conduct, 
admitted the Irish manufacturers to a participation of all her markets in the 
colonies. But will it now be deemed sound policy to continue this high bounty 
upon Irish-made linens, unless the sister kingdom consent to a more equitable 
arrangement in the interchange of manufactures? Was this bounty given 
exclusively to British-made linens, in preference to Irish, this circumstance 
would call forth the activity of thousands in the north of Scotland, who are far 
from being fully employed. 
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Besides the general manufactures already stated, there are several other works 
established here for making hard and soft soap and candles to the extent of 
about £30,00. a year. This, added to the former amount of value, makes in the 
whole £609,185 16s 6½d. There is a considerable quantity of these articles 
exported, besides what is necessary for home consumption; and it is supposed 
they are excelled by none in Great Britain in point of quality. 
 
In 1781 the number of families in the town and parish was exactly taken; they 
then amounted to 4170; allowing five to each family, they amounted to 20,850 
persons. A considerable addition since that time has been made to the town. 
 
The river Cart, which divides the old from the new town, mixes with the Clyde 
three miles from the landing-place and is capable of being highly improved. 
Vessels of 30 tons and upwards navigate this river just now; but, were the 
obstructions removed 
which at present render the navigation difficult and pre-carious vessels from 50 
to 70 tons burden might fail with the tide in safety. What renders this navigation 
of great importance to the town and neighbourhood is, that, when the great 
canal is carried forward to Clyde, by means hereof a communication by water is 
opened to the east coasts of Britain, to Holland, France, and Germany. It is to be 
regretted, that the improving of this navigation has been, from various causes, 
so long impeded. But as its importance is increasing from the extension of their 
manufactures, and the enlargement of their schemes for commerce and 
fisheries, it is to be hoped that all descriptions of the opulent inhabitants will 
unite in setting forward such a salutary and necessary work. 
 
William Carlile 
 

 

 

Transcribed by Stephen Clancy, The Urban Historiain  

The Gentlmans Magazine is in the Public Domain, available on Google Books  
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A Family of Threads was a project run during the 2017 Year of History, Heritage 
& Archaeology.  Over the year the museum investigated the origins of linen 
thread making in Paisley and Renfrewshire, its impact on Scotland and the local 
area. This booklet is part of a series published at the end of the project. 
 
 
 
Published by Paisley Thread Mill Museum, April 2018 
This work remains the copyright of the author and Paisley Thread Mill Museum 
 
Paisley Thread Mill Museum 
Mile End Mill 
Abbey Mill Business Centre 
12 Seedhill Road 
Paisley, PA1 1JS 
 
www.paisleythreadmill.co.uk 
www.afamilyofthreads.co.uk  
 
paisleythreadmm@outlook.com  
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