
John Lomas and the Black Marble Works in Bakewell 

By Stephen Briggs and Andy Briggs1 

John Lomas was a significant figure in the history of the black marble industry in Bakewell. 

Throughout the nineteenth century, between 1816 and 1884, his family firm, John Lomas 

& Sons operated a marble works from the mill which still stands on the River Wye.  

This account of John Lomas and his family grew from a piece of family history research, 

which we undertook to explore our maternal ancestors. We found that the family history is 

closely connected with the rise and fall of the marble industry during this period, and with 

wider social and economic trends. The industry thrived during the mid-Victorian prosperity, 

and declined in the economic depression in the later decades of the century. The impact of 

rapid social changes, migration to the cities and emigration from Britain to America and 

Australia/New Zealand all feature in the family history during this period. 

The focus of this article is on the family members, John Lomas and his children, and their 

involvement with the black marble industry. The account draws chiefly on census data, 

registrations of births, marriages and deaths, supplemented by published material, and we 

draw particularly on two papers by Trevor Brighton (1995 and 1997) and J.M.Tomlinson’s 

book (1996). Some internet sources –particularly those provided by Derek Smith are 

added, though the information in some instances requires corroboration. 

Origins: 1816- c1840 

We know that John Lomas (1797-1853) was born in Derby, the second of 5 children2 of 

Robert Lomas (1777-1822) and Elizabeth (née Hilton1775 -1815), but how he began his 

career in the black marble industry is uncertain. Derek Smith suggests he was apprenticed 

as a marble mason in Derby before moving to Bakewell in around 1815, probably, 

therefore, after the death of his mother. He married Elizabeth Smith (1787-1878) in 1816 in 

Bakewell Church.   

John Lomas may have begun working in Ashford before purchasing the mill at the 

Grammer Croft site in Bakewell from Henry or White Watson. Trevor Brighton (1997) 

assesses the date of purchase to be 1806, based on a trade advertisement but this date is 

clearly impossible and 1816 is more likely.  The trade advertisement posted by Francis 

Norman in 1886, from which Brighton derives his dating for the purchase of the mill refers 

to the mill being ‘established 80 years’. Either this is a mistake - perhaps 70 years would 

have been possible - or there must have been someone else owning the mill before 

1816.The suggestion made by Derek Smith that a dowry formed the capital for Lomas’ 

introduction to the business seems plausible, but is as yet unverified. It does seem that the 

business appears to have flourished, with a new mill being built in Bakewell, and a 

significant workforce being taken on to cut and polish the marble, quarried from the Duke 
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of Rutland’s estates. There is a reference that in the Bakewell mill, ‘blocks of the finest 

quality were sawn and polished for various uses” (Glover, quoted in Brighton 1995, page 

64).  

After purchasing the mill in Bakewell, John continued to work at Ashford for a time, 

certainly between 1827 and 1829 (Tomlinson 1996, source Derbyshire Directory); the 

Derbyshire Directory lists the firm active in Bakewell between 1828 and 84 while in 1829 

Pigot lists John Lomas at Marble Mill, Bakewell.  In 1833, 12 men were employed in the 

works (Tomlinson 1996) 

Lomas & Sons and the Great Exhibition c1840-1853 

Bagshaw3 (1846) lists John Lomas & Sons at Wye Mill, Bakewell and this references that 

at some point in the early 1840’s John Lomas renamed his business as a family firm. His 

sons - John (1819-1876), William (1820-1888), Joseph (1824-1886) and Edward (1826-

1893) - were all ‘marble men’ but their lives followed quite strikingly different courses.  

By 1847 the Bakewell Marble Works was recorded as being operated by John Lomas & 

Sons, and they also held the lease from the Duke of Rutland of a black marble quarry, at 

Blackstone Hollow below Green Cowden beside the Bakewell to Monyash Road (Brighton 

1997, p66). It appears the business prospered as the Victorian boom in black marble 

reached its peak during the years of mid-Victorian prosperity.  

In 1851, Joseph, married by then, was living in Great Longstone, but the other sons 

continue to be registered in the 1851 census as living in the marble works. John junior was 

married in 1848 but continued to give the Marble Works as his address. This raises a 

curiosity about the way the families lived in relation to their work; family living and working 

‘on site’ is depicted, like the pre-industrial cottage industries and unlike the Victorian 

factories. Further study of the social and family lives of these marble families is indicated.  

The Great Exhibition in London in 1851 elevated John Lomas & Sons to the national 

stage; the exhibition catalogue has the following listing:  

Page 138, Class 27; North side:  Manufacturers in Mineral substances, for building etc 

81 Lomas, J. Bakewell, Manu. – Pedestals and Chimney piece of Derbyshire marble, the 

frieze inlaid 

Tomlinson lists a longer entry:  

81 Lomas, John, Bakewell – Manufacturer: Pedestals of Derbyshire marble, intended for 

busts. Chimneypiece of Derbyshire black and Siena marbles, inlaid with design in mosaic. 

Chimney piece of the Derbyshire rosewood marble, parts of which are sculptured (1996, 

p62) 
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The Exhibition Juries awarded a prize medal to John Lomas for a “Chimney piece of Black 

Derbyshire Marble introducing inlaid work in marble” (1996, p62). Prize medals were also 

awarded for black marble to three other Derbyshire exhibitors and an honourable mention 

to a fourth (Tomlinson 1996 p 62). 

The Jury report comments on John Lomas’ exhibit: 

“Mr Lomas, who sends a chimney-piece of black marble, inlaid in mosaic, in a 

pattern to a certain extent original, though adopted from the antique. The attempt of 

this exhibitor to introduce good designs in Derbyshire mosaic into house decoration, 

is referred to with satisfaction by the Jury; and they consider not only the idea, but, 

in a great measure, the design and execution of the work a worthy of the Prize 

Medal. The inlaid work is well done, though the introduction of Sienna marble in the 

capital of the columns supporting the mantelshelf is injurious to the general effect” 

(Tomlinson 1996, p65) 

There is a photograph of John Lomas, thought to be one of the earliest of its kind in 

Derbyshire, photographed by B W Bentley (see below):  

“A daguerreotype submitted by Derek Smith has been identified as being of John 

Lomas of Bakewell, who died on 26 June 1853.  Family members state that prior to 

being damaged successively by damp and in a robbery, the date of 1851 was 

legible on the book being held by the subject, and they believe that the photo was 

taken at that time.  If this is the case, then this may be one of the earliest surviving 

photographs taken in Derbyshire” 4 

The photograph of John Lomas seems a remarkable image for the early 1850’s, showing a 

robust man in apparently good health, the proprietor of the firm, which is clearly successful 

and gaining recognition. The date on the book – 1851 - has some significance for the 

family firm, as the year of the success at the Great Exhibition; it could possibly be a guide 

to the exhibition. 

Trevor Brighton (1997, page 61) refers to John Lomas’ son, the younger John Lomas 

managing the stall at the Great Exhibition, and this may well be accurate5. However, the 

census evidence for 1851 places John senior as the proprietor and John junior as a 

‘marble mason’ and it would seem most likely that John senior was still actively involved in 

the business. John senior died - perhaps suddenly - in 18536 and the mantle of proprietor 

at that point passed to John junior and his brothers. 

Despite their success at the 1851 Great Exhibition there is no evidence to indicate the 

family took part in subsequent exhibitions, either nationally or locally (Tomlinson 1996 

pages 67-70), though why this should be the case is not easy to understand, given the 
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success in 1851. Following John Lomas senior’s death in 1853 there may have been a 

change in emphasis in the firm, as it is known that the firm came to focus on producing 

chimney pieces, monuments and tables (Tomlinson 1997 p 43). 

 

The next generation 1853- 1874 

In the 1851 census all four sons – John, Joseph, William and Edward - are registered as 

marble masons working in the family firm. In the years following John Lomas’ death, three 

of the four sons left Bakewell.  

William was the first to leave. By 1861 he had moved to Sheffield, married Maria (née Hill) 

and had two children. In 1871the family had a servant and by occupation William was an 

engraver in stone. He was the first member of the family to move into the city, but by no 

means the last, and, later, he was listed in the 1881 census as a ‘memorial engraver in 

stone’. After his death in 1888, his older son Frederick was taken into the workhouse, the 

shadow of which lay around these families in hard times.    

Joseph was still in Bakewell in the 1861 census. He married Hannah (née Rhodes), who 

came from Sheffield, and they had 8 children (3 died in childhood). In 1851 they lived at 88 

Holme Cottage, Great Longstone, with a servant, and Joseph was a marble mason. In 

1861 he lived at 56 The Hill, Bakewell, and his occupation is listed, specifically as “marble 

chimney piece manufacturer”. It is not clear if he was still working within John Lomas & 

Sons or whether he had already started a separate business specialising in marble 

chimney pieces. By 1871 he and his family had moved to Scarborough, and Joseph was 

then working as a ‘manufacturer of Marble Chimney Pieces”.  In 1881 they had moved to 

21 West Square Scarborough, and Joseph lists his occupation as “marble mason”.  

It seems probable that Joseph had left the Lomas & Sons firm by 1861, and that John jnr. 

and the youngest son, Edward, were partners, probably working together in this way from 

the mid 1850’s. It seems reasonable to conclude that the firm could not support - 

economically - all the brothers. In the 1861 census John and Joseph are listed as 

‘proprietor’ of the firm. We also learn about the existence of a legal partnership between 

the two brothers through its dissolution in 1874. On 3rd July of that year, an advertisement 



in the London Gazette of 3rd July, and one in the High Peak News the following day, as 

discovered by Trevor Brighton (1997 p61), announce the end of the partnership. The 

advertisement reads: 

“Notice is hereby given that the Partnership heretofore subsisting between John Lomas 

and Edward Lomas, in the trade or business of Marble Manufacturers, carried on at 

Bakewell…under the firm of John Lomas and Sons, was on the 30th day of June last 

dissolved by mutual consent; and in the future the business will be carried on under the 

same style of John Lomas and Sons by the said Edward Lomas alone on his own 

account, and he will pay and receive all debts owing from and to the said partnership in 

the regular cause of trade” 

The wording of the Notice indicates the partnership between the two brothers has been 

operative for some time, adding credence - through the absence of reference to him - that 

the other brother, Joseph, had left the firm earlier, probably by 1860.  

The reason for John leaving the marble company is that he, along with his son, John 

Mitchell Lomas, emigrated to New Zealand in 1874. A record of the son’s epic journey 

exists; he left Liverpool on February 12th, and travelled via New York and San Francisco, 

to arrive in Auckland on March 8th 1875, before settling in Dunedin. The record of John 

Mitchell’s journey, retrieved from an on-line source posted by Derek Smith, is appended 

below. However, there is no record available for John’s journey and we can only speculate 

whether he travelled with his son, John Mitchell, on 14th February, or followed afterwards. 

It seems clear that John Lomas severed his links with John Lomas and Sons as a 

consequence of making the decision to leave for New Zealand, though there are two 

possibilities for the exact sequence of events. He could have left the legal niceties of the 

dissolution of the Marble partnership to be finalised in June 1874 after his emigration. 

Alternatively he could have travelled after his son, leaving Bakewell when the 

arrangements for the business had been finalised. John Mitchell Lomas was –unusually – 

an only child and we do not know if John’s wife, Harriet Margaret Lissant (née Mitchell) 

was involved in the travel plans as we have not been able to locate evidence of the date of 

her death. The journey they undertook would have been extremely arduous7, and the 

motives for joining the many emigrating at this time would have needed serious 

consideration. In fact John reached New Zealand and died soon afterwards in Dunedin, on 

18 Sep 1876. John Mitchell Lomas became established in Christchurch as an organist and 

music teacher8.  

Decline and fall of John Lomas & Sons 1874-1884 

Edward Lomas was the last proprietor of John Lomas & Sons.  In consecutive census 

returns he is listed as ‘proprietor of marble works (1861), ‘marble mason master (1871) 

and ‘marble master and employer of 6 men’ (1881). He married Caroline Lucy Milward 

(born in Edensor, 1826, and died Bakewell, 1890) and they had 7 children. In 1861 he 
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lived at 147 South Church Street, in 1871 at 130 South Church Street, and 1881 his 

address was the Marble Works, Coombe Lane.  

  

With 6 men employed in the firm in 1881, John Lomas & Sons continued to be a 

substantial firm, but in 1884 Edward Lomas sold the Coombe Lane mill to Francis Norman, 

builder and timber merchant for the sum of £1,100. Edward also undertook to work no 

longer as a dealer in marble manufacturing or polishing ‘within 12 miles of Bakewell 

Church’ (Brighton 1997 page 62). In 1891 he was recorded as living at 90 Baslow Road 

and working as a coal merchant. 

One theory about Edward’s sale of the mill is that it was brought about by the decline of 

the black marble industry, due to difficulties in both supply and demand. There are 

contradictory accounts as to whether black marble was still available to cut from the 

quarries or whether the accessible stone ran out in Ashford, but demand did fall and the 

markets in the late Victorian period ceased to support the industry: “It is a lamentable fact 

that this beautiful industry seems to be dying out” (24th May 1884, exhibition of Marble and 

Inlaid Works, Matlock Bath – in Tomlinson 1997 p70). However, Francis Norman 

continued to manufacture marble products at the Marble Works in Bakewell until his death 

in 1891. C F Groom then became proprietor and the marble works continued to be 

productive until around 1900, when it became a timber works (Brighton 1997 p 63-64). 

Edward Lomas’ sale of the mill in 1884, when he was approaching his 60th birthday may 

have been based on an assessment that the industry was less viable at that time, but it 

could equally have been a based on a  preference for a different way of earning a living. 

Edward may have had some financial need which was met by the sale of the works, and 

the implication of his agreement not to practice the trade “within 12 miles of Bakewell 

Church” is unexplained.  

It is clear that Edward did end the family’s direct involvement in the marble industry rather 

than becoming involved in a venture in the marble industry in Derby, as Trevor Brighton 

suggests (1997, p62). The Robert Lomas who became manager of the Hall and Co Marble 

Works in Derby is not Edward’s son, as Brighton records, but probably the descendent of 

the Robert Lomas of Derby who was John Lomas senior’s father. 

Whether the sale of the Marble works amounted to a fall or a rise in the family’s fortunes –

smart business or a response to perhaps straightened circumstances - we see during 

these years that the family appeared to have middle class aspirations, in education and 

music. John Mitchell Lomas’ was not the only family member who had a musical 

apprenticeship, leading eventually to his successful musical career in New Zealand; the 

mantle was passed down to the next generations. The way of life and the aspirations – 



and social vulnerabilities - of the family so immersed in the marble business require further 

exploration.  

Summary 

This account traces the family of John Lomas & Sons during the period that they owned 

the Marble Works in Bakewell, that is, between 1816- 1884. The business John Lomas 

founded flourished, receiving recognition in the Prize Medal awarded at the Great 

Exhibition in 1851. John Lomas’ sons followed in the business, with the final years of the 

firm being under the proprietorship of the youngest son, Edward.  

As a postscript, the next generation of the family continued to be involved in the marble 

industry through one of Edward’s sons, Frederick, who was a marble mason in Bakewell in 

the 1890’s, living on The Avenue in 1891. Frederick then moved to Sheffield in pursuit of 

his trade, and the 1901 census found him staying in Sheffield while the rest of his family 

were living in Bakewell. But soon thereafter his family joined Frederick in Sheffield.  
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Appendix: 

John Mitchell Lomas’ journey to New Zealand: 

“LOMAS, John Mitchell - b 17 Aug 1851 in Bakewell Derbys, son of JOHN LOMAS - 

Marble Mason living at the Marble Works Bakewell. Left Liverpool on the White Star Line 

vessel "Celtic" at 5pm on the 12th February 1874 bound for New York. Arrived in New 

York Monday 23rd February 1874. Left New York on Saturday 28th February 1874 (noted 

a long procession of policemen for the funeral of chief commissioner SMITH). Reached 

Aspinall at 5.30 am on Monday March 7th 1874. Took a train to Panama and boarded the 

paddle steamer "Arizona" at 5.30pm bound for San Francisco via San Jose, Acapulco, 

Mansanillo and Marvizatlan arriving in San Francisco harbour at 2.00pm on March 30th 

1874. Stayed in the USA until January 1875. Set sail for New Zealand on Sunday 

February 7th 1875. Landed in Auckland at 4.00pm on March 8th 1875. Carried on to Port 

Chalmbers and then to Dunedin. Married Margaret Letitia SHAND in New Zealand and 

started an extensive family who are still in New Zealand. John Mitchell LOMAS died on 

23rd April 1933 in Dunedin New Zealand” 

He became a music teacher in New Zealand 
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