
THOMAS DIVES by Ray Wheeler 
 
Two millers are briefly recorded in the history of Shirley Windmill shortly after the death of 
Richard Alwyn in 1884. One was Thomas Dives and the other Alfred Rayson. Yet little 
seems to be known of these two men apart from their links with the windmill, so in the first 
of two articles for The Fantail I have attempted to discover what I could about the life of 
Thomas Dives. 
 
Thomas Dives was born on 16th January 1836 ithe tenth of eleven children born to James and 
Susannah Dives. At the time of Thomas’s birth the family were living in Withyham in East 
Sussex, near Hartfield, where  James Dives occupied the farm at nearby Blackham Park.ii 
Thomas’s mother, born in 1793, was the daughter of William and Elizabeth Alston who came 
from Lingfield where, incidentally, did a number of branches of the Dives family.  
 
Before removing to Withyham, James and Susannah had resided in Maresfield, also in East 
Sussex, where Thomas’s older brothers and sisters had been born. Milling must have been in 
the Dives blood as James Dives’s father (the grandfather of Thomas), also named James, was 
a miller in the village of Fletchingiii. The registers of Ote Hall Chapel of the Countess of 
Huntingdon Connexioniv in nearby Wivelsfield record the baptisms of three daughters of 
James and Elizabeth Dives of Fletching. James Dives the younger (Thomas’s father) later 
became miller at Merstham windmill sometime after 1836v. In 1845 he took over the lease of 
Taunton Farm, Coulsdon,  for £120 per annum which included two windmills, one next to 
Taunton Farm and the second mill which stood opposite within an enclosure on Coulsdon 
Common. Besides the family James Dives was assisted by two men.vi  The two windmills at 
Coulsdon, both postmills, were known respectively as the “old mill” and the “new mill” but 
really these descriptions were a misnomer as the mills were contemporary which each other. 
The “old mill” was pulled down sometime after 1885 but the “new mill” on the Common 
survived until 1924. 
 
James Dives died in 1853vii and is buried in the churchyard of Old Coulsdon church together 
with Susannah who died in the same year.  
 
By 1863 Thomas Dives was living in Croydon for in that year, on 29th July, he married Mary 
Ann Balch whose father, James, was a master tailor living in what we now refer to as 
Caterham-on-the-Hill. Mary was born in 1838viii. Thomas and Mary seemed to have lived a 
somewhat peripatetic life around Croydon living at various addresses. The trade directoriesix 
for Croydon list Thomas at the following addresses: 
 
1869 – Park Terrace, Oval Road. 
1871 – 12 Waddon New Road. 
1876 – 9 St John’s Grove 
1884 – 18 Wandle Road 
1886 – Shirley Windmill 
1889 to 1894 – “Alston” 37 Leslie Park Road. 
 
One of Thomas’s brothers, Alston Dives, was the first to live in Croydon where he was an 
apprentice living in North End. That was in 1851. Another brother, Robert, also came to 
Croydon where he carried on in business as a corn dealer in South Croydon living in Bartlett 
Cottagesx. Their older sister, Elizabeth, was living with Robert. The youngest sibling, Alfred 



Dives, was probably also living with Robert as his death took place at Brighton Road on 15th 
June 1860 aged 22xi. 
 
Thomas and Mary had two children, namely Annie born in 1865 and Thomas Alston Dives 
born in 1866. Both of them remained unmarried.  
 
The 19th century census returns describe Thomas variously as a ‘commercial traveller’, 
‘miller’, ‘miller traveller, and as a ‘flour salesman’. In his various roles he would have helped 
out at various mills being employed on a casual basis when the need arose at peak times, 
illness, and other periods when locum relief was required. Richard Alwen died, unmarried, in 
January 1884 followed in July of the same year by the death of his sister, Elizabeth Thrale 
who lived opposite Shirley windmill at Shirley Hurst. It was probably Thomas’s links with 
the milling fraternity in Croydon that prompted the surviving Thrale family members to 
employ Thomas Dives as manager of Shirley windmill.  
 
However in 1890 the mill was sold to Alfred Rayson but whether Thomas continued working 
at Shirley windmill is not known. By 1901Thomas was in lodgings in Cuthbert Road and the 
census of that year recorded his occupation as a rate collector. His wife Mary Ann had died 
some eleven years earlier in July 1890 aged 52. 
 
The locality around Croydon, Shirley and Addington was ‘cricketing’ country witnessed by 
the number of pubs in the vicinity named “The Cricketers”. Thomas, himself, was a keen 
cricketer and played for the Shirley Teamxii. 
 
It is interesting to note that Thomas’s family were non-conformists. Grandfather James was a 
member of Ote Hall Chapel in Wivelsfield; his own birth was registered at Dr Williams 
Library, the leading non-conformist registry; and at the end of his life Thomas Dives was 
living in rooms at the house of the Rev. E Thornton Smith, the minister of South Croydon 
Wesleyan Methodist Church, at 23 Heathfield Road, South Croydon. He died there on 6th 
April 1905 aged 69. The cause of death was bronchitis a condition probably aggravated by 
many years exposed to flour dust in the mills he had worked. Both Thomas and Mary Ann 
were buried in Queens Road Cemetery but unfortunately the gravestone can no longer be 
seenxiii. 
 
Thomas Alston Dives died only four years later in April 1909 from tuberculosis. He had been 
living in rooms at 117 Whitehorse Road whilst his sister, Annie Dives, was by this time 
living in Catford. 
 
It is interesting to record that George Dives, the son of another James Dives, was the miller at 
Kings Mill, a watermill on the River Mole south of Nutfield in Surrey, and another Thomas 
Dives ran a flour mill by the River Thames at Battersea. Both these families originally came 
from Lingfield. 
 
If any readers have any further information regarding Thomas Dives please let me know c/o 
the Editor. In the next issue I hope to feature the life of Alfred Rayson. 
 
 

iBirth Registers from Dr Williams Library No. 11935 (RG5/147 f420) 
ii Sutton, The Rev C.N., A Short history of Withyham & Buckhurst, A.K.Baldwin, Tunbridge Wells 1893.  
iii Pigots 1839 Directory for Sussex. 
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