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In the opening chapter of Praeterita John Ruskin suggests that he was well
educated in art by "worshipful pilgrimages" with his upwardly aspiring mother
and father to the castles of kings and the houses of nobility. For all that, however,
his real sense of perfection was realized by the age of four in his hours of play
near the backyard doorway of his aunt's shop and bakehouse in Croydon. These
childhood moments of the 1820s fixed his tastes forever, he concludes, "to things
modest, humble, and pure in peace, under the low red roofs of Croydon, and by
the cress-set rivulets in which the sand danced and minnows darted above the
Springs of Wandel."'
It is only partly coincidental that in 1881, by the shores of the Wandle, William
Morris located the Merton Abbey textile and glass works that was to be among
the best embodiments of Ruskin's theories of art, work, and economics. A
reviewer for the Spectator wrote in November 1883, "Here, at last, can we see
some practical outcome of the principles of which Mr. Ruskin is the prominant
teacher."2 Ruskin was at the same time, however, helping t o bring into fruition his
own "practical outcome o f . . . principles": a textile works by waters distant from
the Wandle, the convergence of the Glen Roy and Laxey Rivers in the village of
Laxey, Isle of Man. Laxey Mill is an important instance, among several, of
Ruskin's own successes in the practical application of his principles. While Merton
Abbey is also a good example of Ruskin's ideas put to work, its difference from
St. George's Mill at Laxey is also a good indication of the conservative qualities in
Ruskin that ultimately set Morris apart from him.
Laxey Mill had some of its origins in Lancashire. Its manager, Egbert Rydings,
worked as a silk weaver there but retired t o the Isle of Man in the late 1860s.
Rydings read Ruskin's Munera Pulveris and began using Ruskin's principles of
simplified living as a guide; he became a correspondent with Ruskin in 1875. In
1876 he wrote from his home at Laxey on the Isle of Man to correct the figures of
the February 1876 Fors account of Ruskin's personal expenses. He went on to
write that all the cloth in the Rydings household had been homespun, explaining
"We have now linen sheets in wear, not a hole or a tear in them, that were spun
by my wife's mother, - and she, poor body, has been dead twenty-eight or
twenty-nine years, - the flax grown on their own farm." Rydings blamed the
durability of good homespun for the death of the cottage spinning trade on Man.
"'Manks-made dresses,"' he explained, "last too long, and therefore do not give
the young women a chance of having four or five new dresses in the year."4
Ruskin welcomed this confirmation of his belief in the superiority of hand labor
and was no doubt pleased to hear an echo, too, of his belief that the erasure of the
spinner's art had trivialized and degraded the tastes of young women. Rydings

