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WE MOVE TO MERSHAM 
 
Boyhood Days at Swanton Mill 
 
My father was very friendly with Mr Caleb Russell who owned and ran Swanton Mill, 
Mersham.  Another branch of the Russell family ran the Union Windmill at Cranbrook. 
 
In 1902, Mr Russell of Cranbrook died and Caleb felt he should go to Cranbrook to keep the 
family business going there.  As Swanton Mill would then be unoccupied, Caleb offered my 
father the tenancy.  My father however, felt that this was too big an undertaking and turned it 
down. 
 
Caleb tried hard to get father to take it and offered to reduce the rent to £50 per annum, to 
which my father eventually agreed. 
 
The property consisted of the Water Mill driving four pairs of stones.  The little overshot 
wheel was built and installed by Sheather, Millwrights of Rye, wheat cleaning machinery, 
Bolter, Silks, Purifier etc there was also a Beam steam engine. 
 
There was a mill house of eight rooms, a cottage of five rooms and a four roomed bungalow 
together with twenty acres of good pasture, stables, stores and granary.  A very nice walled 
garden and an orchard. 
 
In October 1902 we moved in to Swanton Mill.  I was eight years of age, old enough to be 
excited about the new home and mill. 
 
My father was able to hold the business at Brook as the mills were not again let to another 
miller, though father kept the Windmill until the expiration of his tenancy, the Mill was in 
good order when he left, but it was afterwards ruthlessly pulled down. 
 
….. 
 
In the spring we would wander round the dykes and small backwater streams which flowed 
into the river, looking for pike which came up from the main river to spawn.  We made a 
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noose of rabbit wire attached to a long pole, and when we spotted a pike, would quietly creep 
up and slip the wire noose gently over the pike’s head behind the gills and quickly pull it out 
on to the bank.  It was a most barbarous method of fishing, not at all sporting. 
 
There were masses of roach, pike, gudgeon and eels in the main river, sometimes a trout or 
two which came down from the preserved part of the stream higher up.  These all provided 
sufficient sport for us.  The pike would grow to a huge size which cruised about amongst the 
water lilies after the roach. 
 
I shall never forget catching my first roach near an old ash tree.  I was so thrilled and rushed in 
to show my mother who offered to cook it for my supper.  It proved to be rather bony and 
tasted muddy, but anyway this experience made me a fisherman for life, enjoying many happy 
hours by rivers and lakes since. 
 
Once when I was fishing for roach about a mile above Swanton Mill, I hooked a good sized 
roach and was just about to land it when a large pike came up from under the roach and 
snapped at it with a lunge and great splash.  It gradually slunk away very disappointed at 
missing a good meal. 
 
At the top of the orchard there was an old wooden bridge over the river and we boys used to 
lie on the boards and look through the gaps and holes in these boards, where we could see the 
fish without them seeing us.  Shoals of roach would swim under this bridge and we could 
watch them closely within a foot or two, some very big, perhaps 1½ - 2lb, then like a flash 
they would scatter and a very large pike would slowly come into view cruising like a 
submarine.  These large pike (or jack as we called them) would, we estimated, weigh about 7 – 
10lbs. 
 
One winter a pike fisherman came to the mill when the river was frozen over.  He made a hole 
in the ice and dropped a sprat in as bait and after a time hooked a large pike which when he 
had landed it weighed nearly 14lbs. 
 
….. 
 
So our boyhood days passed happily and our education at the local school was drawing to an 
end.  It was our desire to improve on this but how could we do it?  The nearest Grammar 
School was four miles distant, there was then no motor transport, the roads were bad, the local 
carriers van went once a week and bicycles were not in common use. 
 
At the same time my father was passing through a difficult time with his business and could 
not afford to pay for schooling.  My brother and I decided to attend evening classes which 
were being held at the Assembly Rooms in Middle Row, Ashford.  This meant walking four 
miles to Ashford and four miles home; taking certain subjects which were very useful to us 
afterwards. 
 
There was usually ample water for driving the Mill in most years, as the springs held out 
except in a dry summer, when the steam engine was brought into use.  My father was not 
acquainted with the Beam engine when he took the mill, so during a dry period he asked Mr 
Russell to favour him with a visit to explain its working. 
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However, instead of coming himself he sent his son, John, who was about 18 years old.  John 
was a born engineer, having been brought up at the mill, and was qualified to run the engine.  
He stayed with us at the mill house for a few days, showing my father all the workings of the 
engine.  I spent a lot of time with John and wondered at his knowledge about engines. 
 
A friendship between John and myself was formed from that first visit which lasted until he 
died at the age of 70, when I felt I had lost a brother.  He was my senior by six years. 
 
The Beam engine was a condensing type with one high and one low cylinder.  The great thing 
was to maintain the vacuum which was indicated on a brass dial, and also to make sure that the 
pump was kept drawing water for the boiler at a certain level shown by a glass tube on the face 
of the boiler. 
 
The engine was built by Halls of Dartford in 1841.  It was beautifully made and a lovely sight 
to see the parallel motion rising and falling in majestic style with its burnished steel and brass 
flashing in the light. 
 
My father soon got used to it.  We would run for about three days a week with two pairs of 
stones and all the flour dressing machinery and build up a good stock of flour and meal.  In 
1921 which was a very dry summer, no rain falling from June till Christmas, we ran the engine 
all the week as Hanover Mill could not work but very few hours each day through lack of 
water. 
 
One autumn about 1908 the rain was incessant for some days and nights with the result there 
was one of the biggest floods of our experience.  The flood gates were fully open all the time 
but the water rose so high over the banks that it spread over a large area of the countryside 
when you could scarcely distinguish between the course of the main river from the wide flood.  
When we came downstairs in the morning we stepped into deep water.  To make matters 
worse, some sleepers which covered the outlets for water under the raised footpath at Flood 
Street floated like rafts down the river and blocked the gates. 
 
Mr Charles Bates who was on horseback to look at his flooded meadows by the river pitched 
into the gap in the path, but fortunately was able to scramble out again. 
 
These sleepers blocking the gates had the effect of throwing the water up very high in the mill 
and buildings, with about a foot deep in the house.  A long rope was attached to the sleepers 
and hitched to the biggest shire horse.  At first the horse snatched and broke the rope but after 
making it double, eventually released the sleepers and the water gradually subsided.  The 
cleaning up process afterwards took a long time in drying out, for the water had risen to the 
millstones which had to be taken up.  There was also much flour and corn spoiled. 
 
A flood bell was fixed outside one of the bedrooms in the house, the bellpull of which was 
operated by a small water wheel which only turned when the water was above its normal 
height.  The bellpull was connected to a crank on the water wheel shaft.  The bell was very 
loud and nobody could sleep through it.  We boys used to call out in a loud voice to father, 
“Bell rings father”, but he had heard it and quickly dressed to attend to the gates. 
 
Once or twice during a severe winter the wheel froze up so that it could not be worked, even a 
little trickle of water escaping through the gate was sufficient to freeze and immobilize the 
wheel.  When a severe frost was expected the wheel gate was “stented”, that is to put straw 
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and ashes in the head stream which would be drawn into any little gaps and stop any trickle 
and seal it up.  This method was also used in short water time to save wastage of water. 
 
When we moved to Mersham our parents were anxious that we should receive good religious 
instruction.  At first they did not find a suitable Sunday School, but later my father became 
friendly with Mr George Prebble, the miller of Aldington who was superintendent of the 
Mission School at Aldington, and it was subsequently decided to send us there. 
 
This school was about three miles away, but we enjoyed the walk through the lanes and fields 
each Sunday morning.  It was very well attended, and some fifty or sixty children of all ages 
taught in three classes.  Mr Prebble was very popular with the children and often as he was 
coming along the road to the school they would rush to meet him to see who could get hold of 
his arm first.  The instruction was sound and well illustrated by beautiful pictures by Harold 
Copping. 
 
The summer treat was an outing to the seaside; the children would gather at Aldington Corner 
ready to leave at 8.30am.  The transport was by horse and van, Mr Prebble providing two of 
his millers carts and the local carrier, Mr Fred Wanstall another. 
 
It was a jolly time when the weather was fine and warm, the journey was full of interest.  It 
was a thrill to ride through Hythe and Sandgate, to see the horse trams nicknamed “Toast 
Racks”, the likeness being provided by seats at right angles to a very low platform so that 
passengers could step on and off easily.  They were a cheap form of transport between Hythe 
and Folkestone. 
 
..... 
 

AN INNOCENT GOES OUT INTO THE WORLD 
 
When I left school, I worked at home with my father in the mill for about two years.  During 
those two years I learnt the rudiments of the trade of a country miller, which was of course 
millstone milling. 
 
I was not allowed at first to touch the wheat stones made of French burr imported from the 
Paris basin quarries, worked up from small blocks and shaped to form a round stone cemented 
together with Plaster of Paris, bound round the edge with hoop iron, the working face dressed 
level and the back smoothed off with Plaster of Paris, the face had to kept dressed very 
carefully with very fine cracks on the high places only, shown by passing a true wooden staff 
on which wet tiver was brushed over the face.  If these stones were badly dressed, or the 
furrows too deep, the bran was cut up instead of just cleaned and the resultant flour was dark. 
 
I first of all learnt to dress the Barley Stones made from Derbyshire Peak stones quarried in 
one piece, and these were mainly used for grinding Barley, Oats, Peas and Beans and had to be 
dressed frequently and kept sharp if they had a lot of work to do.  Later we had composition 
stones. 
 
At that time, apart from grinding our own corn, we ground a large quantity for farmers called 
“Hog Corn” for which service 3d or 4d per bushell (sic) was charged. 
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Many cottages kept a pig at that time which they fattened till it was a large size – when killed 
the biggest proportion was salted down and the hams smoked – this provided protein for a 
whole year – fat salted bacon was their staple meat.  The miller would give credit for Barley 
meal till the pig was killed. 
 
Prices at that time were low and fairly static, varying only a little according to the market.  We 
sold our English flour for about 26/- per 280lbs sack and retailed it for 1/6d to 1/9d for 7lb 
bag.  Prices remained much the same until the 1914 war came. 
 
After two years with my father, it was decided I should be trained in Roller flour milling, and 
that I should go to my father’s cousin, Mr Frank Hooker of Westgate Mills, Canterbury for 
three years to learn Roller flour milling, for my father had an idea that if Roller milling was 
adopted in the rural areas it would revive the declining flour trade of the stone mills, but this 
eventually proved a false hope. 
 
So in March 1912 I started work at Westgate Mills.  I lodged with the Wheat Foreman, Tom 
Norrington who lived in the mill cottage in St Stephens Road, quite close to the mill.  My 
duties were to work in the mill from 6am till 12 o’clock and in the office from 1pm to 6 
o’clock. 
 
I was under the Mill Foreman, George Spearing, a Wiltshire man.  He was a great worker, 
strict but kindly and got on well with his men.  He helped me considerably to grasp the 
principles of roller milling, though at first I helped pack flour, load and unload vans.  Later I 
helped in the screen room, also purifiers and silks. 
 
It was a completely new experience, but I enjoyed the work.  Each Monday morning before 
starting up the plant, things like the elevators, belts, lubricators and silks were examined and 
cleaned to prevent any breakdown if possible during the week.   When the mill was started 
soon after 8 o’clock, it ran continuously until Saturday night. 
 
Mr George Pilchin, the Head Rollerman, would take me round each machine and explain the 
working details. 
 
There were two shifts in 24 hours of 12 hours each.  The foreman was very strict on time 
keeping, expecting the day shift to be on the job sharp at 6am and the night shift to be prompt 
at 6pm.  Some months after I went there, the foreman said to me “You are a very lucky boy.”  
I said, “Why George?” and he said “The Governor says we are only going to work 70 hours a 
week now instead of 72 hours.  We shall knock off at 4 o’clock on Saturdays instead of 6 
o’clock, so you will be able to bike home to see your parents.”  Of course, there was no annual 
holiday in those days, only Bank Holidays. 
 
 The average wages were normally as follows:- 
  Mill foreman  30/- per week 
  Rollerman  27/6d per week 
  Screen man and Intake man  25/- per week 
  Labourers  20/- per week. 
 
I received 10/- per week which I always handed to my landlady for my lodgings.  My father 
found me a little pocket money.  This was good training in frugality. 
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The office work was fairly simple, though more advanced than my father’s methods as he had 
only a Day Book, Cash Book and Ledger 
 
I soon got accustomed to loose leaf ledgers and the system of entries.  All the work was in 
longhand, there was no typewriter or telephone, so after the post was attended to, work could 
proceed peacefully apart from callers to order and pay accounts.  Mr Hooker did quite a lot of 
office work himself as well as attend Mark Lane and other markets.  One traveller was 
employed named Victor Dawe, who called on Bakers and Grocers in the coastal towns. 
 
Mrs Hooker would come at the end of each month to help with what was known as 
“Duplicating”, that is to check each entry to avoid mistakes.  I wrote all the invoices, and also 
the monthly statements. 
 
Mr Hooker owned a two-seater car, one of the first in the City, it was called a “Star”.  There 
was no windscreen, only a steel shield and a waterproof to cover ones knees.  A gate gear 
change was on the outside of the driving seat as well as the brake, the horn was of brass with a 
large rubber bulb which sounded a deep boom.  There was a lot of brass about it, the large 
lamps and radiator, which it was my job each Saturday morning to clean and polish. 
 
Sometimes he would ask me to go with him to the branch mill at Chartham.  I felt very 
important sitting beside him coming through Canterbury streets where he was acknowledged 
by the people who knew him. 
 
After a time in my second year, it was my job to cycle to Chartham each Saturday morning to 
make up and balance the week’s books and bring the cash back to the office in a Gladstone 
bag which, of course, contained quite a lot of gold coins.  I often think how honest people 
were then, for it would have been easy for any-one to rob the bag from my handlebars.   
 
Mr W Hooker who founded the business was first a miller at Waltham Windmill and then took 
the water mill at Chartham.  He attended the Bakers’ Exhibition in London where a roller mill 
was in operation.  He was impressed with its performance producing white flour which was 
then in demand.  He offered to purchase the plant if the milling engineer would install it in the 
Chartham Mill.  This they agreed to do. 
 
The building at Chartham was really too small to house the plant, but the millwrights managed 
to squeeze it in.  The machines, especially the rolls were too close to each other, which made it 
a dangerous mill in which to work, and I understand it was the cause of two bad accidents and 
the deaths of two millers. 
 
Chartham Mill produced the English flour or “Scaling” as we called it.  Canterbury Mill made 
most of the baking flour.  The Canterbury Mill was originally known as “Deans” Mill, but Mr 
Hooker changed the name to Westgate Mills for it was confused with Denes Mill, the large 
City mill. 
 
Westgate Mill was driven by a turbine assisted by the old breast shot water wheel.  This wheel 
was one of the originals which drove the Stone mill and two pairs of stones had been retained 
to grind the wholemeal. 
 
John Stuart Collis in his book “The Vision of Glory” describes water power far better than 
anything I could attempt, in his summary “The Servant of Man”. 
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“We see water at the service of man, as his life saving drink, as a highway, as a force 
ensteamed (sic) by fire.  But that is not all, water harnessed simply to the force of gravity (a 
kind of fuel that will never become exhausted) serves us even better.  In fact we reserve the 
term “power” for this alone. 
 
All that is necessary is that falling water should hit a wheel with broad buckets or paddles 
placed to receive the blows and it will revolve and go on revolving as long as there is a supply 
of water and a supply of gravity. 
 
Thus the invention of the water wheel is the earliest and perhaps the most pleasing of all man’s 
attempts to turn natural force to his advantage, and this the first of his inventions served the 
first of his needs – the necessity to grind corn. 
 
The mill soon took the place of the rough and ready quern stone.  The old mill by the stream in 
a sequestered nook in the quiet countryside – the very image of it fills the mind with thoughts 
of beauty and peace. 
 
Here man lays hold of the elements without abusing them or himself by means of them.  He 
robs no minerals from the exhausted earth, he destroys no wood, he wastes no oil.  Here is fuel 
that is used but not consumed.  We may weary in search for coal, we may cut each other’s 
throats in need of oilfields; our economy in this matter is the economy of nature, rooted in the 
truth of unquenchable abundance.” 
John Stuart Collis.  “The Primordial Powers”. 
 
When the river was low in the summer, the steam engine was brought into service and coupled 
up with the turbine.  It was a very powerful single cylinder engine made by Marshalls of 
Gainsborough and steamed by a large Cornish boiler.  The driver was a man named William 
Austen, he was very proud of his engine, keeping it burnished and polished. 
 
It ran very quietly and smoothly and looked most majestic when at work with its connecting 
rod and large flywheel and the governors swinging round.  Mr Austen allowed me into his 
engine room and explained its working and showed me the skill of stoking to maintain steam 
with the best economic use of coal. 
 
After I had been at Westgate Mills for nearly two years, Mr Hooker thought the time had come 
for me to be responsible for a 12 hour shift on the Roller plant.  It was decided that I should 
take a night shift for alternate weeks, from 6pm to 6am. 
 
The mill feed would be set for the night’s run for one grade of flour which would not be 
packed but run into bulk storage called a “pastry”.  This was sacked off by the next day shift.  
The engine driver would be responsible for packing the “Offal”, that is the Midds and Bran. 
 
I was a bit nervous about taking the job on, for the whole plant would need constant 
supervision, but I determined to make a success of it.  The thing I feared most was a “choke” 
in the flow of the stock passing through the run of the mill.  A close watch must be kept on the 
elevators especially with soft stock like flour.  If a “choke” did occur, it required a lot of 
clearing for the mill must be kept running at all cost. 
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Another thing which I had to contend with at night was drowsiness and sleep, for it did not 
seem to make any difference if I slept well in the daytime, I always came over sleepy at about 
two or three o’clock in the morning, however active I was.  If I felt at all inclined to do this, I 
would take a short walk outside the mill in the fresh air.  It would have been serious if I had 
fallen off to sleep and some accident had happened to the mill. 
 
During my last year, Mr Hooker asked me to accompany him to the Corn Market on Saturday 
afternoon, the Corn Exchange was over what was called the “Shambles” in the High Street.  
Mr Hooker was a good judge of wheat and bought most of his English wheat from the stand 
holders such as Harveys of Nonnington (sic) and Spantons. 
 
He would challenge me to judge the weight per bushel of the samples; a first class lot would 
weigh 62lbs or 63lbs per bushel, whereas a second class sample from about 58lbs to 60lbs per 
bushel. 
 
After market we would return to the office and check the weights on a small brass weighing 
instrument which recorded the weight per bushel.  I sometimes came fairly close to the correct 
weight but he usually beat me. 
 
This was good training to make me observant as to dryness and boldness of the grain, and to 
detect any tail corn or smut.  Our foreign wheat came to Whitstable by barge and was railed to 
Canterbury where trucks were unloaded by horse and van to the mill, as the station was quite 
close to the mill.  The English wheat would sometimes be delivered by traction engine.  Early 
in the morning a huge traction engine with three trucks of wheat would appear at the mill, the 
engine belonging to the Wingham Engineering Company.  All these sacks of wheat had to be 
carried off on someone’s back if the intake elevator was not available.  This was hard work 
and took a long time. 
 
All the time I was in the flour milling business, no “improvers” such as Agene, Calcium or 
anti-staling agents were added to the flour.  I strongly disagreed with this practice. 
 
Flour should be made from the wheat, the whole wheat and nothing but the wheat, except in 
war time when a small quantity of rice or malting barley was substituted by Government 
Order. 
 
All the time I was at Westgate Mill there was no telephone in the office.  In an emergency this 
would have been most useful.  I can recall such a time.  An order had been received from the 
Chatham Co-op Society for a steam waggon load of flour to be ready for collection on a 
certain day.  The flour was in process of being made when there was a breakdown in the mill 
and it was necessary to stop the waggon from coming for it. 
 
Mr Hooker told me to start early next morning to cycle towards Chatham to stop it.  So I set 
off very early and I had passed some miles beyond Sittingbourne when I met the steam 
waggon and handed the driver a note and told him to return to Chatham as the flour was not 
ready.  After he had gone I went and got a good breakfast with the 6d which Mr Hooker had 
given to me, and then cycled back to Canterbury to report. 
 
Early in my last year, Mr Hooker sent me out to the surrounding villages to do some 
travelling.  I enjoyed this on my bicycle, calling on small bakers and grocers.  My recollection 
is that I was kindly received and after conducting the necessary business, I was taken to see 
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the garden or pig, and given a cup of tea.  I don’t know if I earned much money for the firm, 
but it was all very pleasant. 
 
….. 
 
I want to read to you from one of his letters which will be clear to those who understand Roller 
milling. 
 
Extract from a letter from Mr Frank Hooker dated June 29th 1917, written to me (Mr Philip 
Hancock - mjf) when serving in the Army in France – 

“ … The season has been very dry and we have very little water to run the Mill now, 
running steam engine all the time.  Coal is very dear and difficult to obtain, we have been 
unable to get any reserve at all and often have to get some from the coal yard at 
high prices.  Until last week, the mill was very busy, we had great difficulty in supplying 
orders, but the hot weather coupled with the indifferent quality of the bread has effectively 
stopped demand. 
 
At present our mixtures of grain are as follows:- 
70% Wheat   Special Bakers   Scaling Pastry 
15% Malting Barley No 2 & 3 Manitoba  English 2 
10% Maize   1 Australian   Australian 1 
2% Rice   1 English 
 
We are making a fairly good sack of flour as we have large stocks of Manitoba and 
Australian Wheats and are therefore selling a large proportion of our flour to Bakers 
locally.  We were very busy in April and for 2 or 3 weeks made 700 sacks per week without 
adding any foreign flour. 
 
Of course we are controlled, but so far our controller has not decided on terms of finance 
and so we do not know how we shall be paid.  We are cracking white Maize over one pair 
of stones, grinding it fine over a pair of wheat stones, dressing this through No. 30 wire and 
mixing on 1st Break Scalper.  The kiln dried Barley we shoot with wheat, 5 Wheat, 1 
Barley.  The Rice we mix with the Maize flour and it goes on to the 2nd Break 
 
We were hoping to remodel the mill this summer but of course cannot do so, so I’m having 
a new Reform Break Roll 24 x 9 in place of the old belt driven 3rd and 4th Break. 
 
So far this year we have not lost any of the older men.  George, Thomas, William, Wood, 
Hogben and Victor are all with us still, so also are Ladumes and J Williams.  Our total staff 
is now 20, we have 3 women and 4 boys. 
 
We have stopped all retail since business was controlled.  We are still running day and 
night at Canterbury but expect to stop this after a week.  There is no trade for scaling flour, 
so Chartham Mill is very slack.  The Government is building up good reserves of Wheat so 
that we are provided for till harvest.  Our stocks on May 12th were about 4,500 qrs. so you 
see we are very heavily stocked. 
 
Several new regulations are sent us every week.  Control makes a lot of clerical work for 
me.  We want you back as soon as possible but you must keep a brave heart and face the 
dreadful ordeal through which you are passing … 
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Love from us all 
Yours very sincerely 
Frank Hooker.” 
 

I also missed the evening classes in Canterbury for Maths and Commercial Law and the 
Correspondence Course on Milling through the journal called “The Miller”. 
 
It was fully realised that great changes were being brought about in our lives, and the rupture 
of plans for setting up a small roller plant at Mersham, installing a small plant at first as a trial. 
 
Tattersalls the Milling Engineers had recently put a small model plant on the market called 
“The Midget”, designed as a complete unit in one machine which produced a nice white flour.  
But this dream was not to be and any thought of such a thing must be postponed till the war 
was over. 
 
….. 
 

CIVILIAN LIFE AGAIN 
 
After a short holiday I began to adjust myself again to civilian life, which seemed so strange 
and peaceful.  There was no sharp word of command, no shells or guns fired in anger, no dead 
or dying, no wounded to attend to.  Sleep was sweet in clean sheets, and a real bath a luxury. 
 
The beauty and peace of Swanton Mill affected me greatly after the torn and shattered 
countryside of France and Flanders. 
 
..... 
 
I found my father rather tired after all of the strain and hard work during the war, but he was 
glad to have me at home.  After a week or so we began to talk about the future; he asked me 
what I wanted to do. 
 
I could tell he would like me to join him in the business.  I said, “If I come to you is there a 
living for two of us?”  After a short pause, he replied, “I think so if we work hard.” 
 
(This was a very true remark for soon afterwards the post war depression set in and it was 
difficult to keep our heads above water in spite of working all the hours that were created.) 
 
I said Frank Hooker had intimated that he would like me to go back to him again.  My father 
looked rather downcast at this, so I felt in my heart I should come home to him and try it for a 
few years and see if we could build the business up. 
 
I looked into the affairs at the mill with father and the books and accounts.  We found he had 
done fairly well during the War, though in a modest way. 
 
He had held quite big stocks of grain, especially oats at the outbreak of hostilities, which paid 
handsomely.  He was still making flour, and like other flour millers, came under the Flour Mill 
Control Order, so that his profits were assured on flour and midds. 
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His mill was one of the very few remaining stone mills making flour, mainly I feel for two 
reasons – the first was that at Swanton Mill, the plant was fairly up to date. 
 
The wheat was nicely cleaned through a machine built by Mr Russell, called a “smutter”, 
drawn from the wheat bin where my father was good in blending various wheats to get a good 
uniform grist, then he kept his wheat stones in perfect grinding condition, cleaning the bran 
which was nice and broad.  The wholemeal was then passed through a bolter, a machine set at 
an inclined angle covered with a coarse cloth which when rotated threw the contents against 
smooth wooden bars and so extracted the flour, about 90% of the wholemeal to pass on to the 
silk, the residue of bran and midds then passed down to a “jumper” which separated the midds, 
pollards and bran. 
 
The extraction of flour through the silk amounted to about 75%, the overtails were then passed 
over a purifier extracting any remaining flour, the overtails of this was first class middlings. 
 
In spite of all these refinements the resultant flour was slightly grey and could not compete 
with the pure white roller flour even though a mixer put in a certain quantity of Canadian 
strong flour in the run of the mill. 
 
Another reason I feel was that his customers in Ashford, Hythe and Folkestone liked him 
personally and were loyal to him. 
 
It now seems strange that the revolution brought about by the invention of the roller mill from 
about 1870 drove thousands of village millers out of business as flour millers, the decline 
being accelerated at the turn of the century. 
 
The present demand for stone ground wholemeal flour has revived and any stone flour mill is 
now in full production, so it has now come full circle. 
 
During 1918 whilst I was in France, Mr Caleb Russell had died which resulted in Swanton 
Mill being offered for sale by auction. 
 
My father was in a strong position as sitting tenant, so he felt compelled to bid for it, as the 
future of the business depended on owning it.  Mr Russell’s Executors placed a reserve upon 
it, which the bidding did not reach. 
 
Afterwards father was approached to see what he was prepared to give.  It was eventually sold 
to him for less than £1,500. 
 
The property comprised: the Mill, Granary, all the necessary stables, Van Lodge etc, the Mill 
House 8 rooms, the Cottage 5 rooms, Bungalow 4 rooms, twenty acres of good pasture land, 
the Orchard and walled-in garden. 
 
It was cheap even for those cheap times.  My father much to his dislike had to borrow a few 
hundred pounds from the Bank to complete the purchase.  He had never borrowed money 
before, and was anxious to get it cleared off. 
 
He was still tenant of Hanover Mill.  There were five horses and two miller’s vans.  The great 
need as I saw it was for extra power at Hanover Mill in times of drought. 
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There should also be a means of getting round to see the customers and also to break fresh 
ground.  Unfortunately the depression prevented us from accumulating fresh capital for 
expansion. 
 
When we bought any grain it would probably fall in price.  Competition increased, so in spite 
of hard work we barely got a living. 
 
My mother had banked my Army pay to which was added my small gratuity so I decided to 
buy a motor cycle, for it took much time to get round to customers on a push bike. 
 
My first motor cycle was a second hand P & M.  It was rather a heavy machine for me, but 
served my purpose for a year or two until I managed to buy a new Triumph which was easier 
to manage. 
 
I soon explored the area within the distance of horse transport, and gradually picked up 
business and built up one or two useful rounds. 
 
My father had rented Hanover Mill for about ten years when the owner, Mr L Cornes, decided 
to sell it.  We could see the great advantage if we owned it to expand there, as it was closer to 
Smeeth Station than Swanton Mill. 
 
Could we afford to buy it?  Where was the extra money coming from? 
 
Mr Cornes wanted £1,500 for it, but father thought we could not afford this sum, so he asked 
me to go to Folkestone to see Mr Cornes who had retired there.  I was very young and 
inexperienced and wanted to know what father was prepared to give; but he said ask Mr 
Cornes what he would take.  Mr Cornes said he could not take less than the asking price.  I 
was just coming away when he said, “Tell your father I will accept £1,250 for cash.” 
 
I went home and reported.  My father wrote to Mr Cornes and bid £1,000.  After a lot of 
correspondence Mr Cornes accepted the price. 
 
Now the question was we needed more power to produce Sussex Ground Oats with 
composition stones in place of the Derbyshire Peak stones which required dressing every 
fourteen days.  We consulted my father’s old friend Harry Holman of Canterbury.  There was 
little room for a suction gas engine which was the cheapest form of power at the time. 
 
We thought of a crude oil engine and visited mills where these were in operation. 
 
About this time Clayton & Shuttleworth brought out a two stroke oil engine which appeared to 
be just what we wanted.  One was on show at the Kent Agricultural Show.  It appealed to us as 
very easy to run, it took up very little room and would produce the extra 20HP we wanted. 
 
Mr Holman drew up plans for connecting it to the stone mill, and coupling it with the water 
wheel.  He also agreed on payment by instalments. 
 
My father thought it was a big venture.  The total cost of the engine, machine cut gears and 
raw hide pinyon (sic), together with millwright’s work was £400. 
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It proved an excellent power unit to produce the meals needed to supply the new orders we 
were getting especially Sussex Ground Oats. 
 
After returning home from the war … it was also good to renew my friendship with John 
Russell who had been in the Isle of Wight during the war at Samuel Whites Ship Yard testing 
Destroyer engines at sea. 
 
When his father died in 1918 he was obliged to leave his engineering work and come home to 
run the business at Cranbrook.  The business was rather run down.  Repairs on the mill had 
been neglected and the trade had dwindled. 
 
The sweeps on the mill were not too safe to run so he set about to make a pair himself, a very 
skilled job indeed.  He also purchased a pair from Sarre Windmill in Thanet, removed them 
and brought them to Cranbrook, erecting them himself.  All this was a big undertaking and 
proved what a first class millwright he was. 
 
Having put the mill in order, he needed extra power, instead of relying on the windmill alone.  
He purchased a suction gas engine and installed it himself, another fine engineering job. 
 
He was now in a position to cope with the trade which, before was undertaken for him at Slip 
Mill, Hawkhurst, delivering corn there to be ground and collecting it again. 
 
I often spent a week-end at Cranbrook before I was married and we normally met for lunch 
after Ashford Market to talk over our progress, of our successes and failures. 
 
He had a saving grace of humour, very dry and always kept me laughing.  He was good 
company, and gave me good advice over any mechanical work at Mersham. 
 
..... 
 
When he died in June 1958, I had to act with another of his friends and admirer, Mr Rex 
Wailes as joint Executor. 
 
One of our tasks was to sort out his considerable library.  All his books on Engineering and 
Milling were left to the South Kensington Museum.  John was a Member of the Newcomen 
Society for which he had given various papers on Millstones and Millwrights work, which 
were read at their meetings.  I have in my possession copies of these papers with his very 
accurate drawings. 
 
After the Flour Mill Control Order was removed, the big Flour Millers became very 
competitive as production was exceeding the demand.  This resulted in a Rationalization 
Scheme and some Mills were closed or amalgamated. 
 
We realised what was happening and decided to change all our plant over to producing animal 
feeds.  A good trade had sprung up for Sussex Ground Oats; the main demand came from the 
“Crammers” who force fed poultry for fattening. 
 
They needed the whole oats ground without making any husk, so the stones were dressed by 
what was known as “stitching”, making little holes with a pick on the “lands” which accepted 
the oats on end and cut them in one operation; the furrows also were kept very shallow. 



 14 

 
This was a skilled job, for if any husk was left in the meal the birds could not digest it when in 
captivity. 
 
We bought mostly white Plate Oats for this job which were dry and made a lovely cream 
coloured meal.  If we could not get enough Plate Oats we had No.1 Canadian and mixed two 
parts Plate Oats to 1 No. Canadian which worked quite well.  Australian Oats were good 
colour, but were long and coarse, so not suitable for Sussex Ground Oats. 
 
The main Crammers were Cobb of Hamstreet, A B Catt of Warehorne and Wilsons of 
Appledore, who would take nearly all our surplus of Sussex Ground Oats.  Our product had to 
be perfect to hold the trade against competition. 
 
Sussex type poultry were used and crammed with a special machine operated with the foot fed 
from a container with a mixture of Ground Oats, Skim Milk and I believe some fat.  A rubber 
tube was connected which passed this mixture to the chicken’s crop. 
 
The chicken fattened quickly and the flesh was white.  They were marketed in London mostly 
in large quantities. 
 
Whatever our views about this method of force feeding the birds were of excellent flavour, 
very palatable and vastly superior to the modern Broiler Chicken. 
 
As trade increased further away from the Mill, motor transport became a necessity.  The Ford 
Motor Company at that time made a T Ford 1 - 1½  ton model lorry which we felt would suit 
us for a start. 
 
An Auction Sale was held of three of the horses together with many other items which 
produced over £300, more than sufficient to buy the lorry. 
 
It was a sad day for our Carter, Arthur Wood who was very fond of his horses; he had tears in 
his eyes when they came to be sold. 
 
He agreed, however, to learn to drive the lorry and it was my job to teach him.  At first he 
could not get used to driving and when applying the brake would call out “Whoa”.  He became 
a good and careful driver. 
 
This was the first lorry in the early 1920’s.  Then we gradually added to this with Chevrolet 
lorries, then Bedfords and finally Diesel lorries. 
 
During the mid nineteen twenties small poultry farmers were increasing in numbers, mostly 
men returning from War service with gratuities. 
 
I was friendly with a Captain Harrison who ran quite a big Poultry Farm.  He said to me one 
day, “I want you to make me a Balanced Layers Ration”, and gave me the formula containing 
things like Fishmeal, Soya Meal and Grass Meal, together with Midds and our own made 
Maize Meal, Ground Oats and Barley Meal. 
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We had not produced anything like this before, only grinding straight meals.  We made up half 
ton for him which pleased him, then he said, “Why don’t you make balanced rations and 
market them?” 
 
Well, we made up a ton and tried to sell it but it did not sell and stood about in the Mill.  
However, Captain Harrison mentioned it to other farmers saying how pleased he was with the 
results. 
 
We had leaflets printed giving the ingredients and prices with a testimonial from Captain 
Harrison.  This launched a new trade which increased and we were busy mixing by shovels on 
the Mill floor. 
 
Our first Porteus Mixer was installed in 1931, we packed in branded bags and had a stall at the 
Kent Agricultural Show with day old chicks, growing birds and layers with appropriate 
balanced rations for each. 
 
Balanced mashes for all stock had arrived.  We were in a fairly good position to take 
advantage of this new business.  Most of our raw material was under our own control, we 
ground it ourselves and mixed it ourselves from the best possible ingredients available, and 
soon established a profitable business. 
 
We also installed an Armfield Maize and Wheat Cutter and a Bryan Corcoran Grader Sieve.  
This was a great improvement on the old Kibbler for it produced a clean cut corn of two sizes, 
the meal being used in Mashes.  We always used the best Plate Maize for this job which was 
bright and hard. 
 
For cut wheat we used Best Australian which came in lovely serviceable hessian bags and cut 
clean and white. 
 
By mixing the right proportion of wheat and maize we could produce first class chick feed of 
two sizes 1 and 2. 
 
For our best poultry trade we bought choice Clipped Potato Oats. 
 
….. 
 
About this time a scheme was introduced by the Government known as the wheat Deficiency 
Scheme, to encourage farmers to grow more wheat. 
 
A certificate was issued by the Merchants buying the wheat at market price, to the grower.  He 
in turn would lodge it with the M.O.F. and would receive payment of the difference between 
the market price paid by the merchant and that fixed by the Government.  It was a good 
scheme and worked satisfactorily.  There were a good few cases of abuse, but in the main it 
worked very well. 
 
During all this time I was attending Ashford market and got to know the stand holders on the 
Corn Exchange.  I could see the advantage of having such a stand, and applied for one which 
was granted.  It proved useful, especially as customers knew where to find us on Market Days, 
and we could conduct our buying from the wholesalers at the same time. 
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The Corn Market at that time was fairly crowded, especially after harvest when farmers would 
bring their samples to the various merchants. 
 
Later when travellers were engaged the attendance fell off quite a lot, especially after the 
telephone came.  The installation of the telephone in our office was quite an event.  Customers 
could get into touch with us and we with them instead of by letter or postcard.  
 
Then electric light and power and main water also arrived.  The electric power was produced 
at the Electricity Works in Ashford.  A Mr Wilson was manager.  He came round trying to sell 
electric power and suggested we should put in electric motors to replace our oil engines.  I told 
him that I could not see how electric power would be cheaper than oil as they were producing 
electricity with oil engines at the works. 
 
He offered to put a motor in as a free trial for a month to see how it compared in running costs 
with our oil engine.  This was a very fair offer, and after a month we found that the electric 
motor was somewhat cheaper than the oil engine. 
 
….. 
 
After I was married in 1927 business began to pick up though the depression had not 
completely lifted, many men were unemployed. 
 
We were establishing quite a nice trade after getting round about the farms in our “Baby 
Austin”.  We needed a further lorry and advertised for a driver.  No less than twenty good 
capable men applied and it was most difficult to make a decision. 
 
After making many enquiries as to character and ability, we engaged a driver named Fred 
Quested.  He had had good experience and was young and strong and lived in Ashford.  He 
proved a most reliable worker and stayed with us until he retired after 45 years’ service. 
 
After we had larger lorries we discontinued having goods by rail to Smeeth Station to a large 
extent and collected goods from London Ports and Mills, and most times were able to deliver 
wheat and barley from the farms to those Mills before collecting our goods; in this way our 
transport costs were halved.  Also, of course, we could supply farms direct on the way back at 
cheaper prices.  Sometimes we hired a steam wagon to collect from the docks (this was owned 
by W & E Earl, Aldington). 
 
We had established regular rounds for each day for villages in a given area.  All our customers 
knew the day on which we should deliver, often within an hour of the regular time when they 
would be ready with their cash and the order for the following week.  They could rely on this 
service unless an accident or very bad weather prevented the lorries delivering, such as heavy 
snow and ice. 
 
We needed a new store as the little mill was too congested; we were hiring any available shed 
in the village.  So in 1931 we tried to buy some land next door at Bell House, but the owner 
would not sell. 
 
I asked my father-in-law who was an architect if he would come and advise us what to do.  He 
suggested building over the tail stream on good unyielding concrete foundations and raising 
the building on piers to be carried on steel stanchions clothed with asbestos sheets.  This 
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would give us a building 60ft x 30ft, the floor level with the floor of a lorry for easy 
unloading. 
 
Mr Caley was a great help in drawing the plans for us and arranging the contracts and 
supervising the operation.  The cost was £400, very cheap by today’s standards. 
 
We soon made good use of this extra storage and gave up the sheds hired in the village. 
 
I was now working long hard hours, often till eight or nine at night.  We needed a good man to 
assist me, not only for certain clerical work, but as traveller and representative on the market. 
 
I had tried three boys to train for this job but without success, they were not prepared to work 
hard, whole-hearted or willing to grasp the knowledge of the trade. 
 
About this time I became friendly with a young man who was managing a farm at Brabourne.  
His name was Leonard Cornes, son of the Mr Cornes from whom we bought the Mill. 
 
As a customer he was frequently in our office.  He could see I was working too hard and said, 
“You need more help.”  “Yes”, I said, “I know, but who can we get?”  I said, “Would you be 
prepared to join me?” explaining what we required.  He paused for a while and said he would 
think it over. 
 
I liked him and thought he would quickly get hold of the business and eventually make a good 
market man.  He knew the farmers in the district and had the right personality. 
 
However, he turned it down, much to my disappointment.  I think the office work put him off, 
though of course this would only have been for a short time until he was conversant with our 
methods.  Afterwards he told me it was the biggest mistake he has made not to accept my 
offer. 
 
Later on, one of our best poultry farmer customers, Mr Percy Baxter, said the same thing.  He 
too said I was working long hours, and said, “I am not fully occupied with my farm; would it 
be any help if I came along for a few hours each week?”  I welcomed the offer and I found he 
had experience in Liverpool of the fertilizer trade.  He was fairly well known in our area and 
popular with the farmers. 
 
He soon became very helpful and attended market and did some travelling.  After my father 
died, I took him into partnership and later he became a Director when we formed a Limited 
Company. 
 
Sad to say, he died suddenly in 1963, leaving a widow and three children.  It was a sad loss to 
the firm and to me personally.  By now the trade had considerably increased, we covered a 
wider area, two large mixers were installed at Hanover Mill and another at Swanton Mill.  We 
were making a full range of balanced mashes and more men were being employed. 
 
At that time, Poultry Pellets and Cattle Cubes had not come into fashion.  The first Poultry 
Nuts as they were called that we bought were “Robsons Poultry Nuts” from a man named 
Ratcliffe, the representative from Hull. 
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Previous to the Cattle Cubes, we bought slab cake and broke it down with a special machine 
called a Cake Breaker which consisted of a number of revolving spikes which could be 
adjusted to break the cake coarse or fine. 
 
We bought Egyptian Cotton Cake packed in large 2½ cwt hessian bags.  More than the 
average man could lift or carry.  We also had G C° 12% Linseed cake in slabs and broke these 
down too. 
 
There was a nice trade for these for fattening bullocks.  We also sold Thorleys Slab Cake, a 
highly spiced product.  Stricklands of Hailsham brought out some Linseed and Soya Nuts of 
which we sold a lot.  Cubes of all kinds and Poultry Pellets became universal afterwards. 
 
The Mill was working long hours with much overtime.  The Mill House being attached to the 
Mill became very noisy and dusty; it was destroying the peace of the home, so my wife and I 
decided to try and buy a piece of land not too far away and build a house. 
 
..... 
 
Rationing of feedingstuffs was soon imposed.  Coupons were issued to farmers according to 
their stock returns.  The Cereal and Protein coupons were lodged with their merchants who in 
turn exchanged them into buying permits through the local Food Office. 
 
These buying permits were handed to the wholesalers to obtain the supply of goods from 
them.  This created a lot of clerical work and records had to be kept open to inspection by 
Ministry of Food Officers. 
 
This rationing scheme did not cease at the end of the war but continued for another seven 
years.  There was very little that was not rationed. 
 
One thing not rationed was what was known as “Tottenham Pudding”.  It was all the left-overs 
from the Restaurants and Hotels in London, processed and pressed into small bales which 
customers mixed with their own Balanced Meal. 
 
Sometimes a delivery was of reasonable quality, but others were disgusting and smelled bad; it 
had to be used quickly after delivery. 
 
Before the War, Mr Charles Denne managed to form a small group of merchants in the 
Ashford area for fixing minimum prices of small quantities of feedingstuffs.  Its aim was to 
endeavour to stop excessive price cutting on retail sales. 
 
It proved reasonably workable.  A Committee was formed with Mr W Hawkins (of Pledges) as 
Secretary.  I was appointed Chairman. 
 
When the Ministry of Food issued orders for fixed prices, it fell to my lot with Mr Hawkins to 
work out the various margins allowed on feedingstuffs, after transport from dock to farm, 
through store charges, processing and re-delivery and fixed margins. 
 
I went to Pledges Office for two or three days working all this out with Mr Hawkins and 
drafting a schedule for all controlled goods, which was considerable work. 
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As there was a Kent Area Committee meeting at Canterbury the following week under the 
Chairmanship of Mr Ernest Elgar, we had to get this done and printed to be presented at this 
meeting. 
 
Mr Elgar congratulated us on producing the figures and interpreting Ministry Orders so 
quickly.  It had involved a lot of work as it covered nearly all the usual commodities. 
 
Actually, the margins allowed were reasonable and probably better than on a free market. 
 
When rationing was enforced our own retail trade was practically halved.  As a result of this 
we decided to close Swanton Mill as a production unit and concentrate the business at 
Hanover Mill, using Swanton as a store only. 
 
Mr Walter Nye who was foreman at Swanton found work at Pledges mill and was not called 
up for National Service. 
 
Arthur Markwick, his mate, came to work at Hanover Mill, but was called up for War work in 
a Timber Yard.  He was a craftsman in woodwork and it seemed a complete waste of talent to 
work a circular saw – he would have made a good millwright. 
 
As the War proceeded, many goods from abroad dried up altogether, especially Protein as so 
much shipping was being sunk by U-Boats. 
 
When the German Army broke through to the Channel Ports air raids were constant day and 
night, so I was on duty many nights without sleep, so tired out to start work next morning.  
This increased when the Flying Bombs or “Doodle Bugs” as they were called came over.  
Although 90 bombs of various kinds fell in the Parish, mercifully no-one was killed, but some 
property was damaged. 
 
During the War all our lorries were camouflaged but even so, some were shot up by German 
fighters. 
 
..... 
 
As I mentioned before, I had tried to buy a portion of the field on which to build our new 
house, but they would not sell. 
 
When the War ended, I tried to trace the Bruntons to see if they were returning to Mersham, 
eventually tracing their Solicitor in North Wales.  He told me they had both passed away. 
 
I replied that I was interested in buying the property, so after some negotiations I was able to 
purchase it.  We wanted the meadow for expanding the Mill buildings.  We found the house in 
a very bad state and had it surveyed.  Some walls were cracked and the cellar was full up with 
water up to the kitchen floor. 
 
Mr Baxter who was looking for a larger house made an inspection of it, but turned it down as a 
proposition, as very expensive repairs were needed.  I afterwards sold the house to Mr Walter 
Oakeshott, Head Master of St Pauls School, but retained the meadow which I sold to the firm. 
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After we (the firm) had got possession of the field, we had hopes of erecting a modern feed 
mill and even drew up plans of what was required.  A new Provender Mill was a pressing 
need, we had no cubing plant and had to buy our cubes and pellets made to our formula from 
other merchants.  We needed a complete up to date plant, but building materials were only 
available on licence, so this had to be postponed. 
 
The threat of invasion was as a cloud over us.  The German air raids increased, burning and 
destroying the London Ports, Mills and great damage to our cities, but our Air Force was 
gaining strength.  Our Spitfires were superior to the German fighters when the Battle of 
Britain started was the beginning of the end. 
 
The turning point came with D-Day.  Our troops gained the beach heads and eventually 
advanced, bringing the War to an end with Hitler and Germany in 1945, as history reports. 
 
When the wireless was discovered, we purchased a crystal set complete with cat’s whisker and 
head phones, so that father and mother could hear the music from 2 L O. 
 
It was a temperamental thing to adjust the cat’s whisker to the crystal, and even then the words 
or music were very faint.  Later, of course, loud speakers were invented which are now very 
efficient. 
 
During the war when the Government ploughing up Order was made, we realised that we 
ought to be in a position to supply the seed corn which would be needed by our customers. 
 
I consulted Mr Wm. Harvey about it and he advised me what essential machines we should 
need to install, and how to operate them. 
 
He offered to let one of our men go to Nonington to see their plant at work and receive 
instructions.  This was a most kind action, so Jack Pilbeam went when Mr Brian Gray gave 
him some very helpful advice. 
 
We purchased and installed a Boby Cleaner and Porteous cylinder and a Strickland Seed 
Dresser in the Mill.  It was rather cramped but served our purpose for the first few years. 
 
As we anticipated, our customers for feeding stuffs also became customers for seed corn 
which we were now able to supply. 
 
Now that we had the field on which to build, we asked our Architect, Mr Harrison (Jackson & 
Jackson) to design a warehouse and we also placed an order with Holmans for a complete seed 
cleaning plant in the warehouse (1950). 
 
When we came to build we ran up against difficulty in obtaining a licence for materials which 
held us up for some time, also difficulty in obtaining bricks and steel work, but eventually we 
managed to get it all finished in time for harvest and the cleaning plant ready for the autumn 
seed sowing.  This proved a great boon and we were able to cope with much larger orders. 
 
One year we, together with other merchants, exported Barley to the Continent, loading at 
specific times and days on a boat at Dover. 
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This was a new experience for us and had to be co-ordinated and planned at exact times so that 
no hitch was caused in loading or holding up the boat from departure. 
 
We also erected an additional Mill building after the War as an extension between the Mill and 
Asbestos Corn Store, linking the whole of the Mill buildings together.  Mr Harrison designed a 
very nice building to match the old Mill with its snub gables and similar facing bricks. 
 
Holmans installed the mixer in it from Swanton, so we now had three mixers at work but still 
had no cuber, still buying our cubes from Russell & Son, Cranbrook and Stricklands, 
Hailsham. 
 
Mr Harrison also designed a nice new office (1952) on one side of the new warehouse which 
was a great improvement from the old little office under the Mill. 
 
We still needed more storage silos and built a new asbestos store on the field side of the 
warehouse and connected the two buildings. 
 
A new grinder and oat roller was installed under the supervision of a German engineer who 
did most of the work himself – we also put in a new self feeding mixer. 
 
Provision was made for a Cuber to be installed and plans drawn up, but we did not proceed at 
the time as some other merchants appeared to be in difficulties against competition from the 
National Compounders.  I was disappointed to have to postpone it for I felt confident we could 
have made it pay and be independent of other compounders.   
 
In 1959, Mr Beresford Lye, the owner of Stanford Mill told me he was disposing of his 
business and said he would like us to take it over, for he was reluctant to sell it to one of the 
bigger merchants.   
 
We were not really prepared for doing this, as we were pretty extended at Mersham.  He 
pressed us and offered reasonable terms for completion.  We gave it much thought and 
consideration as Stanford was reasonably close and could be run fairly economically. 
 
He invited us to look over the premises and examine his trading account.  He was making an 
increasing annual nett profit and his Balance Sheet was sound. 
 
After much negotiating we agreed to purchase provided he stayed for a few years and gave us 
time to pay in instalments, to which he agreed. 
 
The property consisted of the Tower Windmill from which the sweeps had been removed, 
three pairs of stones, oat roller and mixer being driven by a Hornsby Oil Engine.  A new store 
had been erected, in which was the office and in a portion of the store at the back was a drier 
(oil fired) for bagged corn. 
 
On the opposite side of the yard was another new building containing cleaning plant and a 
high speed grinder. 
 
There was a nice Mill House and also a quite big Mill cottage. 
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Mr Lye had kept everything in good order except the cap and stage of the Windmill, and water 
was leaking through the cap.  We removed this and a new asbestos cap was built over the 
whole of the top of the Windmill which made it waterproof. 
 
The Mill was built by Hill, the Ashford Millwrights about 100 years ago. 
 
Mr Milbery, our Head Clerk, moved to Stanford Mill House as Manager, remaining there till 
Mr Baxter’s death in 1963 when he returned to Mersham. 
 
When the Group (our friends) took over the business, the trade was moved to Mersham and 
Stanford closed down and was eventually sold. 
 
Before the War, Mr George Prebble of Aldington Mill worked very closely with us and at one 
time it was suggested we should join forces which I think we would have done, but he died 
suddenly in 1941, aged 75, which was a great shock as I was very fond of him and we did a lot 
of business together, consulting each other on many things in each other’s business. 
 
His son Jack carried it on very successfully but suffered from ill health, so decided to sell his 
business.  He approached me to see if I was interested.  I was very interested and should have 
liked nothing better if we had not bought Stanford and if he was willing to stay on, but he was 
anxious to get out.  He eventually sold to Messrs. R & W Paul Ltd. 
 
The death of Mr Percy Baxter very suddenly in 1963 was a great loss not only to the firm but 
to me personally, and I felt at my age I could not face making a lot of new arrangements to pay 
out his share of the capital and take on a lot more responsibility. 
 
I decided the time had come to dispose of the business.  We approached a number of friends in 
the Corn Trade, many of whom were interested but we could not come to terms. 
 
I confided in Mr Denham my problem.  He was very sympathetic but felt that as his firm did a 
considerable wholesale business in the area with merchants, he could not entertain entering the 
Retail Trade as he would come into conflict with his wholesale customers.  Naturally, I was 
disappointed as he was an old friend of mine, and I also knew he would make a success of it. 
 
As time went on I was getting nowhere with other likely buyers. 
 
I then suggested to Mr Denham that if he and Mr Denne bought the shares jointly, the question 
of offending his wholesalers would not arise. 
 
He said he would talk it over with Geoffrey Denne and so the outcome was that they jointly 
agreed to take it over, payments to be made over an agreed period. 
 
I was delighted and relieved at this arrangement as one could not wish for two nicer business 
friends to work with. 
 
All I desired was that it should prove a profitable move for them. 
 
Mr W J Berry who had been with us for a number of years was appointed Managing Director. 
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It has proved an excellent arrangement and the firm founded by my father nearly 100 years 
ago could not be in better hands. 
 
They wanted me to stay on as long as I could but after a few years when I reached my 
eightieth birthday, I felt it was time to call it a day. 
 
On my eightieth birthday I received a card on which the following amusing and clever rhyme 
was composed by Keith Denham and signed by my Corn Merchant friends: 

 
Ninety four was a vintage year 
The grapes were good and the prospect clear 
A Miller was born and amidst the joy 
Everyone said, “What a bouncing boy.” 
 
Eighty years on and he’s just the same 
He’s enjoyed his life and he’s played the game 
He still has his teeth though not much hair 
He’s as bright as his bees and he shows little wear. 
 
With a wife and a garden and colour TV 
And a youthful zest that’s a joy to see 
He pulls the legs of his countless friends 
And drives his car much too fast round bends. 
 
So when you get tired of this world of strife 
And look for the vital things of life 
Just go to Mersham at any o’clock 
And take a long look at Philip Hancock. 
 

..... 
 
As the years passed when my two sisters were in their seventies, they found Swanton Mill too 
isolated as the nearest bus stop was over a mile away. 
 
I too found it difficult to meet the expenses connected with the property, which exceeded any 
income from it as all the overheads were increasing 
 
We decided that we should have to sell the place, though reluctant to face the facts, as it had 
been our family home for over 62 years, but facts are stubborn things and have to be faced. 
 
We placed the Mill House, Mill and bungalow on the market, retaining the 5 roomed cottage 
and 14 acres of land.  This was valued by Messrs. Burrows, Ashford and offered in 1965. 
 
Just after it was placed on the market, there was a Bank freeze and squeeze on money. 
 
Many people came to view it and liked it very much, but were unable to raise the money. 
 
Later came the final blow, the threat of the Channel Tunnel, which completely stopped the 
demand for properties in the area; furthermore, the proposed high speed rail link would pass 
within 100 yards of the Mill. 
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The years passed and there were no buyers, so we had to reduce the price. 
 
It was finally sold to Mrs C Christiansen at a very much reduced price in 1969. 
 
..... 
 
 
John’s (I think this is John Russell, but there is no absolute proof because the ‘missing’ pages 
were not photocopied mjf) sense of humour was a saving grace, otherwise he would have been 
most depressed. 
 
He was a close friend of mine for over 50 years; he had a heart of gold. 
 
When Helen and I were married, he presented us with an antique clock which kept good time. 
 
..... 
 
I sometimes felt that John cultivated old age.  He used a quill pen in his office, sharpening it 
with a pen knife. 
 
He continued many old customs which his father had.  One was to keep a barrel of cider in his 
office, so when a customer came to pay an account, he would draw him a glass of the cider. 
 
One day a waggoner came to the Mill with a load of corn just as all the men were at lunch, so 
John explained that the waggon could not be unloaded till the men returned. 
 
John said, “Have you got something to eat?”  “Yes Mister, I have.”  John said, “Would you 
like a glass of cider with it?”  “O Mister, that I would.” 
 
As John was going to lunch he asked the old man if he would like another glass – he replied, 
“I don’t want to ‘pose on good nature, but I should like another.” 
 
After lunch, John returned to his office, found the waggon had been unloaded but the old 
waggoner was sitting on the ground.  John said, “So you are still here then.”  “Yes Mister.  I 
never felt so happy in my life but I can’t get up.” 
 
“Do you think you could drive the horses if we set you on the waggon?”  “That I could 
Mister.”  So they set him in the waggon and he went merrily off. 
 
John disliked many modern things.  He disliked the telephone and said ‘he would not mind 
having one if no-one rang him up.’ 
 
In the end his customers almost demanded that he should have it installed, so reluctantly asked 
the Post Office to see him about it. 
 
A Post Office engineer called but before John entered into any arrangement he asked the man, 
“First of all, is it compulsory?”  “Oh no, you are not forced to have it.”  John agreed to its 
being installed. 
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I have the following letter which he wrote me soon afterwards:- 
 

“Dear Philip, 
 
Dragons are not extinct.  One paid us a visit this morning – green strident and evil 
smelling, it disgorged four fiends one of whom shinned up a telephone pole, another 
climbed up the ivy at the corner of our house, the other two like rats ignoring plinth and 
paint, bored holes through the walls of the Mill Office – like monster spiders they 
festooned the place with webs of copper wire. 
 
They left at noon, I though the worst was over.  Unfortunately a lesser green reptile 
came at 1 o’clock, bearing two more sprites.  They fixed an infernal instrument at 5 
o’clock.  The serenity of a century was broken for the first time. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
No. 211.” 
 

John wished to keep his business small, he seemed horrified at the thought of a large business, 
which might have entailed the need for a Bank overdraft, which he disliked; he said, “I should 
create a Frankenstein I could not control.” 
 
He managed his business very well with simple old methods, and with utmost honesty and 
integrity which brought work to the Mill quite naturally – they were always busy. 
 
He asked me once how it was Jack Prebble managed to keep his business small and compact. 
 
One Tuesday he said to me, “We are very busy indeed, people seem determined to trade with 
us in spite of our efforts to prevent them.” 
 
When he decided to retire from business and Mr Charles Lewis was about to join him, he 
asked Mr Lewis one request, “Don’t increase the business”, which of course, was just what 
Charles Lewis intended to do. 
 
When he visited our Mill, I am afraid he thought we were launching out too much by 
modernising our plant by putting in a high speed grinder.  His remark was “This does not 
grind, it frightens the corn to pieces.” 
 
He had one man who was a very slow worker and John said, “if you move any slower you will 
come to a full stop.” 
 
John told him he had just the job for him, he could paint the Windmill and they would provide 
a suitable cradle and platform suspended from the cap by rope pulleys where he could sit and 
carry on painting.  When John suggested this to him, the old man said, ”Oh no Master, I could 
not do that, I might fall.”  John replied, “That would be the quickest thing you would ever 
have done in your life.” 
 
When he retired a few friends on the Corn Exchange thought it would be nice to mark the 
occasion with a dinner in his honour.  This was arranged to be held at the Saracens Head 
Hotel, Ashford. 
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During the dinner, Mr Wm Harvey presented him with a silver tankard suitably inscribed and 
made a short speech with our best wishes, saying ‘that though the tankard was so small it was 
overflowing with our goodwill.”  In his reply thanking them for their good wishes, John said, 
“You mention my career, the definition of which infers speed – my career has been a crawl.  
An uncle of mine said ‘I should have done better if I had retired before I started!”  Much 
laughter. 
 
After Mr Lewis took his business over John was rather concerned at Mr Lewis spending a lot 
of money on modern machinery and silos etc.  John said to me one day, “We are spending all 
the money we haven’t got.” 
 
His health was failing in his seventieth year and he spent much time in his chair in the new 
house he had built in the Mill field. 
 
I went to see the new house which he described as a cross between a cow-shed and a mortuary. 
 
I remarked on the number of cupboards in the house.  “Yes”, he said, “they are necessary to 
hold the family skeletons.” 
 
He became very ill in June 1958, when we were on holiday in France.  On our return I at once 
went to see him in a Nursing Home at Capel near Maidstone.  He did not know me though I 
sat with him for some time by his bedside. 
 
He passed away a few days later – he was 70 years old. 
 
I missed him greatly.  I felt I had lost a brother.  We lunched together each Tuesday after 
market, we spent many holidays together.  He was a faithful and true friend for over 50 years. 
 
 

 
..... 

 
APPENDIX E 

 
BREAD 

 
In my boyhood days before the turn of the century, most villages were more or less self-
sufficient, and the Rural Crafts supplied most of the needs of the countryman. 
 
There was little communication between the villages as the roads, especially in winter, were 
not only bad but some impassable.  Later on, the flint roads greatly improved conditions; loads 
of huge flints were brought and piled in large heaps by the roadside and broken into smaller 
pieces by a man in the summer, ready to apply to the roads in the autumn. 
 
Each village had its miller, baker, wheelwright, forge, stone mason, and bricklayer and 
carpenter.  Most millers were also bakers, for being millers they were in an advantageous 
position to produce bread. 
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My first impression of bread making was at Brook Mill; the bakehouse was at the rear of the 
mill and was fired by faggot wood, a large stack of which was kept near the bakehouse. 
 
The dough was set in the large wooden trough late in the evening.  Early in the morning 
faggots were placed in the oven and fired, the bricks absorbing the great heat. 
 
Whilst this was getting hot, the dough was knocked back and eventually divided into loaves, 
mostly of the cottage type with one large piece at the base and a smaller piece on top, the 
thumb making a hole in the smaller one. 
 
When the oven was sufficiently hot and tested by opening the oven door, the hot air would 
escape on the baker’s face, who would then know if the oven was the correct heat. 
 
The loaves now ready to bake were placed deftly in rows in the oven with a Peeler, a flat sort 
of wooden shovel on the end of a long pole, the oven having been previously swept out with a 
damp sack on the end of a pole to swish out any cinders from the burnt faggots. 
 
The baker knew from experience how long it would take to bake the bread according to the 
heat of the oven, when he would extract the loaves in the same manner with the Peeler.  I 
always loved to see this operation and to smell the appetising scent of the bread, and hear the 
crust crackling as it cooled rapidly in the cool atmosphere. 
 
After the bread was taken out of the oven the heat was just right for baking cakes and buns for 
these need a falling oven.  Sometimes people would bring joints of meat or their own cakes to 
be baked if they had no proper oven in their cottages. 
 

RECIPE FOR BREAD MAKING 
 

We do not know the recipe for the bread which my father baked or of my mother’s home 
baking.  All I can say is that it was always enjoyed not only by us, but by all the visitors to our 
home.  I give below the recipe which is usually used in our home and which was given to me 
by Philip Oyler as a result of his own experience.  We have baked our bread for nearly 40 
years and it has proved wholesome and health giving. 
 
Ingredients: 3lb Wholemeal Flour 
  1½ pints warm water 
  2oz yeast (or 1 – 1½oz dried yeast) 
  1 Tablespoon sea salt 
  1 Dessertspoon brown sugar 
 
Method: 
Warm all utensils which are used in a reasonably warm room.  To the 3lb flour add the sugar 
and mix well.  Separate about one-third of this in another vessel. 
 
To a cup of the warm water add the yeast to froth up – to the rest of the water add the salt.  
Place all in a warm place. 
 
As soon as the yeast froths up, make a well in the largest proportion of the flour, stir in and 
add the rest of the salty water, mix all into a batter and set in a warm place to rise.  Cover the 
dough with a clean cloth and also when rising in tins. 
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When the batter has nearly doubled in size add the remainder of the flour and kneed until you 
have a smooth pliable dough.  From this make into small portions, sufficient for four or five 
1lb bread tins.  Fill the tins about half full ensuring that the dough is pressed into the corners 
of the tins. 
 
Now place them all in a warm place to rise until they fill the remaining space in the tins.  Then 
bake in an oven for about 45 minutes at a temperature of 400 if an electric oven, or No. 8 
reducing to No. 5 after 10 minutes in a gas oven and bake for 45 minutes. 
 
If you desire to bake cottage loaves without tins, make dough in the right shape and bake on a 
flat oven tray at the same temperature and time. 
 
Some people think that bread baked on a flat tray superior to the tin loaves, as it allows the 
gasses to escape. 
 

STANDARD FLOUR 
 

During the early part of the century, a London daily paper ran a campaign urging people to eat 
bread made from at least 90% flour that is with only the coarse bran extracted.  They argued 
that such flour would contribute to the nation’s health as compared with 70% extraction which 
was only the starch portion of the wheat berry. 
 
This campaign caught on very strongly and people were asking for standard bread everywhere. 
 
Millers with big plants were obliged to make Standard flour, and as stone millers we were in a 
good position to supply it, for instead of extracting through the silk all we had to do was take it 
off after passing through a Bolter ( a coarse cloth rotating in a loose fashion against wooden 
bars).  Many bakers in the district asked us to supply them which made us very busy, running 
the mill for long hours. 
 
The demand was maintained for a few years but eventually people went back to the white loaf.  
My father was very disappointed as he thought the country miller’s business would revive but 
it was not to be. 
 
Mr Russell at Cranbrook was also running his mill long hours producing standard flour.  He 
told us he had a dream about it one night.  He was walking through Cranbrook Churchyard 
where a notice was displayed saying:- 
 
  “These people would not now be dead 
     If they had eaten Standard Bread.” 
 
Of course now people are again health conscious and a big demand has sprung up for 
wholewheat flour and 81% flour, and the Health Stores are doing a good business – those 
stone mills which survived are again working to full capacity. 
 
..... 
 

APPENDIX H 
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EELS 
 

Every water mill on any good river was equipped with an eel trap.  This was constructed of 
sections of wooden frames into which were driven iron rods at about a quarter to half an inch 
apart.  These frames were fitted and set to form a cage rising from the base of one of the flood 
gates to the level of the top of the gate, so that when the gate was drawn the water would be 
strained through the bars and anything which could not pass through the bars was retained in 
the cage. 
 
At the fall of the leaf and before the first autumn floods came, a portion of the adult eels which 
had lived and fattened in the upper reaches of the river felt the reproductive urge to return to 
the sea to breed, never to return again.  They would put on their lovely silver wedding dress on 
the belly with a dark green top, stop feeding and be prepared to go down with the first flood 
water. 
 
It was this urge that the miller exploited – the eels were in prime condition, the water became 
clouded, the flood gate was raised and the eels were drawn down into the trap with the flood 
water. 
 
The first rain after a drought was ideal for this purpose, as the eel gate could receive the run of 
the river, when the largest catches were made. 
 
If, however, the flood increased too much, the other flood gates had to be drawn and the eels 
were lost. 
 
I well remember one very eventful night.  We had experienced a very dry time up till early 
autumn and the level of the river was low. 
 
After a sultry day the glass fell rapidly, the sky darkened and flashes of lightning told us to 
expect a storm with heavy rain from the south west.  It was very hot with not a breath of air, 
when suddenly the storm broke with torrential rain, with lightning and thunder in quick 
succession. 
 
In a very short time flood water was beginning to come down the river and the water was 
clouding fast.  My father and I decided to set the eel trap and operate it until the water rose too 
high and had to be released.  Darkness began to come on as the rain and storm increased, so 
after the trap had been set for nearly an hour, we thought we would see what we had caught. 
 
In order to do this we had to shut the gate quickly, hop down into the trap and take out the eels 
before the rising water compelled us to lift the gate again. 
 
I shall never forget the sight which met our eyes.  In the light of the hurricain (sic) lamp, the 
whole floor of the trap seemed alive with writhing and lashing eels.  So taking the bags down 
with us which we had for the purpose, we jumped down gripping the eels between the middle 
and little finger and thumb which acted like a clam (clamp????) over the slippery skins, 
quickly gathered the eels into the empty bags, jumping out again wet to the skin, very 
breathless, pulling the gate again quickly in the light of the flashes of lightning; there was no 
moon that night which was pitch black, broken only by vivid flashes of lightning. 
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The other gates had to be drawn and so any other eels made their way down the river to the sea 
or to be intercepted at other traps down the stream. 
 
The result of our catch was nearly ¾cwt of eels and one trout.  (I cannot recall if my father 
stayed all the time that night). 
 
Next day, my father distributed many to his friends, we ate as many as we wanted and the 
surplus was sold.  Soon after this the miller above us on the stream put in a new eel trap, 
taking in the full run of the river, and he had good catches.  We never again caught so many 
and had to be content with only about a dozen fish or less at one time. 
 
Eels are very oily, rich food and considered a delicacy, but should be eaten only in small 
portions at a time. 
 
My mother had an excellent way of cooking them.  After they had been skinned she would cut 
them into small steaks, roll them in flour and place them in a slow oven until they were 
partially cooked.  In this way, much of the rich oil was extracted.  When they were needed for 
a meal, a sufficient number of steaks were taken from the pan and gently fried until brown.  
Eaten with wholewheat bread, a little salt and just a drop of vinegar to correct the greasiness, 
nothing made a better feast fit for a King. 
 
It is a great pity that nearly all the eel traps on our streams have fallen into disrepair, as they 
would help to provide good protein food for the people and introduce variety into their meals.  
I am glad to say ours was kept in repair. 
 
..... 
 

SIGHTS, SOUNDS AND SCENTS 
 

I suppose all of us as we grow older have times when some sound, scent or sight will bring 
vividly to our mind our younger days. 
 
I am no exception, for some of the following will even now bring back memories of my 
boyhood and young manhood days. 
 
The background of my early life was of course associated with the Mill. 
 
Sounds 
 
How I recall the sound of the water falling over the weir with the rumbling of the Mill at work. 
 
The regular patter of the buckets of the water wheel as it turned. 
 
The rhythmic beat and “clack” of the damsel as it vibrated the shoe feeding the grain to the 
millstones, the sound of which pervaded our house which was attached to the Mill. 
 
The clap of the wooden trap doors closing after a sack passed through them on the chain hoist 
to an upper floor. 
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The warning sound of the bell that notified that the grain hopper of the millstone was running 
low and would soon be empty. 
 
The tinkling of the bells on the harness of the horse teams when the waggoners brought loads 
of grain to the Mill. 
 
The “crick crick” call of the water hens (moorhens). 
 
The call of the nightjar on a summer evening. 
 
The call of the wryneck or cuckoo’s mate as we called it. 
 
The soft rustling sound of the summer breeze through a field of ripe corn. 
 
Scents 
 
The smell and “feel” of the warm wholemeal as it came from the millstones. 
 
The lovely smell of fresh baked bread. 
 
The scent of new mown hay. 
 
The scent of a field of beans in bloom. 
 
The scent of the wild honeysuckle in the hedgerows of the country lanes. 
 
The fresh scent of warm summer rain on the dry earth. 
 
The scent of wood smoke from the cottage chimneys. 
 
Sights 
 
The sight of many windmills turning in the breeze. 
 
The trout and dace leaping after flies. 
 
The straight flight of the kingfisher like an arrow, down the river in a flash of beautiful blue. 
 
The sight of an otter swimming in the river and diving at seeing me. 
 
The little dab chick diving after minnows and surfacing with a minnow many yards away from 
the point at which he disappeared. 
 
The heron standing motionless in the stream intent on fishing. 
 
The swift silent flight of the swallows skimming the river within a few inches of the surface, 
catching flies. 
 
The sight and scream of the swifts as they circled the house and buildings. 
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The glow worms in the grass at the roadside on a summer night. 
 
 
 

What a precious gift is memory when we can live over again those wonderful moments of 
sight, scent and sound. 
 
 
 
[This is the end of the material forming Mr Hancock’s comb-bound booklet.  The following 
material was on two separate sheets that Mr Hancock let us borrow and copy.] 
 

EARLY STAFF 
 

When we moved from Brook to Swanton Mill, Mersham, the only employee who came with 
my father was the old Miller named Shrubsole, who moved into Swanton Bungalow.  He was 
quite a good wheat stone dresser, but he was getting old and slow and could never really adapt 
himself to the change. 
 
He remained for a number of years during which time he lost his wife, while his son Fred took 
a situation at Pinyons Mill, Tenderden, then one at Sutton Valence Mill.  Subsequently, 
Shrubsole went to live with his son.  Father took over a man named Boulden who was Carter 
for Mr Caleb Russell. 
 
We managed without a head miller for a time, and then amongst others engaged a miller from 
Sussex named Moon.  He was good at producing Sussex Ground Oats but could not settle 
down in Kent and returned to Sussex. 
 
Walter Nye 
 
We felt that if we could train a local boy he would grow into the work. 
 
We engaged a boy who lived fairly close to the Mill named Walter Nye (Wally as we called 
him).  He soon picked up the work and learned to dress stones.  He was keen and a good 
worker – he got on well and later when we needed someone to be in charge of the Mill we 
offered him the job and he rose to the responsibility  and served us well till rationing of 
feeding stuffs was imposed, when we decided to close Swanton Mill as a production unit. 
 
Unfortunately we had no opening for him at the time at Hanover Mill, so he took a job at 
Pledges Mill, Ashford and was responsible for the millstones at East Hill Mill, where he 
worked till his retirement. 
 
Arthur Wood 
 
Arthur was a waggoner and ploughman on a local farm when he applied for a job as Carter at 
Hanover Mill in the first war, where two large Shire horses were kept. 
 
He was a genuine type of countryman, young and strong, being a powerfully built man.  He 
proved an excellent horseman but above all, extremely good and reliable on the rounds, where 
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he was respected and very popular.  He managed his cash takings with never a penny out and 
collected a lot of orders. 
 
He stayed with us for 50 years, and when he retired we asked him if we could present him 
with something and suggested an armchair.  He appreciated the suggestion, but said could he 
have a sofa so that he and the “Missus” could sit side by side together.  This seemed a sweet 
suggestion and a settee was presented. 
 
In his reply of thanks, he said “I hope you will live to be a hundred.” 
 
Reg Atkins 
 
Reg came to us as driver of the retail two horse van for the rounds at Swanton Mill. 
 
Father had bred two Welsh Cobs which had been broken in; one was a gelding named “Jim" 
and the other a mare named “Julie”.  Jim was rather stubborn and Julie was docile – Reg 
managed them well and always turned them out in the morning spick and span, even polishing 
their hooves.  He at one time worked at Martin Mill near Dover and was good on the retail 
rounds. 
 
He stayed with us till he died. 

 
 

 ---oOo--- 
 

M J Fuller 
29th July 2005 

 


