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From the earliest times the most numerous class of workers were the labourers and they were
also the lowest paid.

J.L. & BHammond in their ‘The Village Labourer 1760-1832’ paint a sorry picture of the
situation quoting a number of typical income and expenditure charts for the period including
this one for a family of six living at Diss in Norfolk in 1793:-

INCOME per annum £29.18.0d.
EXPENDITURE per annum-

Food £20.9. 6d.
Rent 3.3.0d.
Fuel £1.4.0d.
Clothes £2.3.0d.
Births, burials, sickness etc 10.0d.
Total £27.9.6d.

At the 1851 Census there were estimated to be one and a quarter million agricultural workers in
England alone. Some of them doubled up as semi-skilled tradesmen which sometimes brought
in a little extra income, but the times were always hard for them and well into the present
century they had insufficient income to enable them to accumulate much in the way of
possessions.

The average weekly agricultural wage was about 10s in 1850 and had only risen to about 14s
thirty years later. This, remember, was at the height of the industrial revolution when there
was a strong temptation for unskilled workers to move to the towns and be part of the
bonanza. On the other hand imports from abroad began to flood in, particularly grain and meat
and dairy products, because of the rapidly developing market that the industrial revolution
produced, and thus the price of a loaf of bread virtually halved during the same period. Such
pressures ensured that farmers paid the lowest wages or went out of business.

G.E. Mingay in his Rural Life in Victorian England’ quotes the case of a Suffolk labourer's family
in this period consisting of him and his wife and five children living on a weekly income of 10s
of which they spent:-

6s.10d.  on flour
3d. onyeast3
1s.7d. onrent
10d. oncoal
4d. on candles

leaving 2d for clothing, beer, tobacco and all other items. Day labourers often received part of
their pay in kind such as milk or flour or the use of a plot of land or cheap rent for a cottage,
and there was often of course the promise of free ale, said sometimes to have averaged a gallon
per day per man. The fortunate found full time employment on the farms, some had a tied
cottage, but many were hired in according to the farmer's need, season by season, had no
permanent work, and were paid a flat fee to complete a task regardless of how long it took.
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A labourer's hours at this period were 6am to 6pm in summer with an hour and a half off for
meals, and from 7am or first light to dusk in winter. For stockmen the day could be even
longer; they had to be in early to feed the animals and return late to settle them down for the
night. At harvest time the women and children joined in, labouring under the hot sun and
through the daylight hours. Even as late as 1871 three quarters of the grain crops had to be cut
by hand.

Many of these agricultural workers kept a pig which was a form of capital, providing for a feast
for the family at killing time, with the surplus meat giving a means of barter for other
desirables and a way of raising cash to purchase clothing and pay off debts. Bartering was, in
fact, quite an important part of local trade, a surplus of cabbage could be swapped for a few
eggs, potatoes for wood, etc., etc. but, as ever, if you had a surplus of something in the
vegetable line the chances were that everybody else had too.

We only have statistics of how the ordinary people of Flamstead earned a living for late
Victorian times. That is because the census returns taken every ten years from 1801 onwards
are only sufficiently detailed in this respect from 1851 on and the last detailed return available
is for 1891. From these two years alone, however, it is possible to see how the industrial
revolution, and the improving standards of living it produced, was having an impact on the
way people earned a living. For instance; in 1851, out of a total population of 1852, 596 males
(66%) were of the working age of twelve or above and of them, 297 (52%) were described as
agricultural labourers (plus 8 shepherds, 3 horsekeepers, 2 drovers and a hay-binder).
According to the same census, there were 25 farmers employing 177 men and boys - 60% of
the agricultural workforce. Thus the remaining 120 men and boys (40%) had no regular source
of work; they were simply employed as day labourers when the need arose and when not, had
no means of subsistence. The same source shows that there were 498 people employed in
trades relating to the Luton hat industry and 46 in various aspects of domestic service. That
year the community had 8 bakers, 2 blacksmiths, 6 butchers, 9 carpenters, 1 corn miller, 6
dressmakers or needlewomen, 5 grocers, 3 laundresses or washerwomen, 8 shoemakers or
cordwainers and 2 water drawers.

Forty years on the population had declined to 1701, there were still 296 employed in
agriculture, but only 303 in the trades relating to the Luton hat industry, whilst those
employed in some aspect of domestic service had increased to 67. At that time the community
had 7 bakers, 4 blacksmiths, 4 butchers, 7 carpenters, no cordwainers, drovers or corn millers,
9 dressmakers or needlewomen, 6 grocers, 8 laundresses or washerwomen, 5 shoemakers and
1water drawer. As might be expected, some trades were dying out and others were coming in;
workers were becoming more specialised instead of dabbling in a number of skills. Thus we
have no painters, paperhangers, plumbers or glaziers in 1851, but 4 people covering these
property maintenance trades in 1891. On top of which we have only 3 people employed in the
brickmaking/bricklaying trades in 1851, but 11 in 1891. Then there are our one tailor, 3
charwomen and a chemist, recorded in 1891, for which there were no counterparts in 1851.

Hilda Flitton confirms that at the turn of the century farm workers were hired to do a
particular job. For hedging and ditching they were paid by the yard, for ploughing and sowing
etc. they were paid by the acre. They would often have to walk considerable distances to get
work. Some were lucky enough to obtain work locally and experience the pleasure of having
their children take their tea to them in the fields after school. Many had secondary skills such
as thatching and horse training by which they would earn enough to live on between
employments. Most kept a pig to help out in lean times and salt down for the winter. It was
usual to have your pig slaughtered and jointed for you at Durrants the pork butcher in High
Street.

Margaret Day’s mother left school in about 1910 when she was twelve years old and started
work in the silk mill at Redbourn. She had to walk there and if she was late some of her pay was
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docked. There was also a financial penalty if she allowed knots in the yarn to escape her. After a
while she went into service with Miss Ada Swallow of River Hall, and later of Watling Garth.
The work was hard and the wages minimal, yet the cost of domestic breakages was deducted
from even this pittance. During her time with Miss Swallow something heavy fell on her foot,
the wound festered and although lanced and treated, eventually the foot had to be amputated.
Without an ambulance, the journey to Hemel Hempstead Hospital had to be made in a cart. She
had already lost the sight of one eye by the time she was eighteen. Owing to her future
husband’s responsibilities to his mother in retaining the lease of a tied cottage after his
father’s death, she could not marry until comparatively late in life. Thus Margaret, an only
surviving child, was born when her mother was 41. Her father was really a farmworker, but for
a time worked at the kennels at Kinsbourne Green. Eric Smith also worked for Ada Swallow as a
lad, but went on to become the gardener at College Farm. His greatest claim to fame was as
captain of the bells.

Lorna Fountain mentions that even in the recession years of the 1920s and 1930s there seemed
to be plenty of employment opportunities. Girls went into domestic service or worked in the
local plaiting trade. Some journeyed to Luton each day to work in the shops or in the millinery
trade. Washing was often taken in by the women to supplement their income. They would boil
it up in the copper, which was often an elaborate affair consisting of a brick semicircle with
grate and doors and chimney for the fire over which was suspended a large vessel made of
copper, all built in to provide a working unit. The copper would be stirred with a broom handle
and the materials used in the process were soap and soda for the boiling, blue bag for rinsing
and starch for finishing. Flat irons were heated on a stove for the finishing and it was usual to
spit on the iron to ensure that it had the correct temperature (the product sizzled in a very
satisfying way when the iron was good and hot!). Crimping irons, similarly heated, were used
for curtains, maid’s caps and aprons. Laundresses would collect, wash, dry, iron and return
items to their customers for a small fee. Men worked on the farms or at Beechwood or at the
brickfields at Nicholls Farm and Gaddesden Row. Some were employed in the building trade.

When Percy Lee left school in the thirties he was employed as a carpenter and joiner for a
Luton firm; his aunt put him to it for which she had to pay a premium of 7s.6d. He would cycle
to work each day and after three years he was earning 27s a week. By the time he married in
1938 though he was bringing home £3 a week.

Even in the 1930s children gleaned for corn to feed the chickens and gathered acorns for
feeding the pigs, selling off any surpluses of either to boost family incomes. It was the custom
for all farmers to allow gleaning in cornfields after the harvest so long as the last stook of corn
had been gathered; this sometimes led to a single stook being left behind on purpose for a long
time. Reg Timberlake mentions that in autumn, between the wars, he would collect acorns for
pig feed; the going rate was a shilling a bushel, which was just enough for a ticket to watch
Luton Town play football on a Saturday afternoon, but he had to walk both ways.

Many of the older children left home at fourteen and went into service. Miss Swallow used to
take in young girls from the village and train them for domestic service. The farms would start
off young ploughboys at age nine and would take on boys when they left school and provide
accommodation, so that they could live in and thus be available round the clock to care for
livestock. Some of the larger farms employed as many as half a dozen under twenty year olds
in this way.

Between the wars women made straw hats on machines in their own homes, about two dozen a
day. Often whole families had to live on the income which that provided. When Brock’s
fireworks factory opened at Hemel Hempstead quite a lot of Flamstead girls went to work
there. Others worked for John Dickinson at Apsley Mills and in the hat factories of Luton and
would cycle to these places in all weathers. Earlier, a number of local girls worked at the silk
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mill at Redbourn, (which was where Brooke Bond later had their tea packing factory) and they
would walk there each day.

The impression gained over the years, however, seems to be that Flamstead was always
relatively well off, partly no doubt, due to the quality of the land hereabouts, partly to having a
series of prominent, wealthy and benign landowners and partly, at least, from the earlier part
of the last century, to the straw plait trade.

STRAW PLAITING & HAT MAKING

Over a long period, in some places as far back as the seventeenth century, there was a thriving
cottage industry in straw plait in part of Beds., Herts. and Bucks., centred upon Luton which
was the capital of the hat trade. There are two reasons why; firstly, the straw hat, which had
hitherto been mainly country headgear, became fashionable everywhere; secondly, the
particular type of straw that was required (wheat varieties: Nursery and Red Lammas) to make
the plait thrived in the chalky soils typical of this part of the country. The Victoria County
History suggests that the idea originated with James I who imported plaiters from Lorraine to
Luton Hoo. Plaiters only needed time, dexterity, and a few very simple tools such as a
flattening mill (rather like a small mangle, usually in this part of the world with beechwood
rollers, which were often screwed to the wall) and splitters (a short instrument, sometimes
brass, or bone, or iron, with sharpened vanes behind a point, which split a straw into a number
of equal widths). They were called ‘engines’ or ‘sheens’ or ‘chines’ and a later development
was to mount a battery of them in a frame so that a number of straws could be drawn at once.
The straws used were quite short, usually about nine inches, cut between the joints of the stalk.
Some of the plait designs were complicated and beautiful; the general run had the names, plain
(three strands), pearl (four single strands) and brilliant, which had many variants, some with
as many as twenty-eight strands. Names and styles tended to vary from district to district and
others known to have been used are: One, Two or Three Notch or Whipcords or Railroad (seven
double strands), Devonshire (seven single strands). Payment from dealers was by the score,
which was twenty yards and represented about a day’s work.

Straw plaiting became very important for rural communities like Flamstead which relied
heavily on the income that could be earned in this way in times of recession in agriculture. The
industry petitioned Parliament in 1719 to stop cheap imports ruining the trade, mentioning
that men women and children from 4 to 40 could earn up to £30 a year from this activity; even
as much as £1 a week was said to be possible though perhaps exceptional and in any case the
work tended to be seasonal. Surprisingly, that is rather more than the average agricultural
worker’s wage at that time and may relate to a family unit rather than to a single person.
Nevertheless, it saved many a family from the disgrace of having to resort to charity in hard
times. The importance of the Luton hat industry to the economy of Flamstead is well
demonstrated by the Census returns between 1851 and 1891. It is a pity though that we only
have these five batches of statistics available to us, because they merely show the tail end of
the story, when the industry was in decline. In 1851, 442 people in Flamstead were employed in
various aspects of the straw plait industry with another 56 engaged in making hats. The
combined figure representing nearly 80% of the adult female population. By 1871 the balance
between producing the raw materials for Luton hats and making the hats themselves was
altering; cheap imports of foreign plait were making a severe impact as the trades revealed in
the Census of that year demonstrate:

313  Straw plaiters
223  Hatsewers
9 Blockers
6  Straw drawers
4 Plait bleachers
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The emphasis had shifted away from plaiting towards hat making, but still the combined
figures, after allowing for the fact that some of the blockers, drawers and bleachers were men,
represented about 75% of the adult female population.

By 1891 the change had gone a stage further and we find only 90 people engaged in making
straw plait with a further 213 making hats. The overall numbers of Flamstead adults involved
in the Luton hat industry had declined from 498 to 303 in forty years. The work was practically
to disappear in a steady progression in the forty years that followed.

Twenty years before compulsory education came into force in 1870, the Sebrights built a straw
plait school in London Road/Old Watling Street (now called School House Farm) where
children were taught to plait and to read and write. Their earnings paid for school fees and in
their spare time their newly acquired skills helped to provide for the family. To begin with it
was a single schoolroom with a dwelling house for the schoolmaster attached, but eventually
there were two schoolrooms. The schoolmaster in 1861 was a Mr. Cranstone. Kit Sylvester,
whose family have lived at the old plait school since the turn of the century, mentions that at
one time a Mr Welch was the teacher here and the children used to chant as they worked

“Over one under two press it tight and it will do”.

Alot of harsh things have been said about the straw plait industry. Modern ideas about these
things encourage the view that it amounted to slave labour and the exploitation of children. It
was also said that the women who undertook it had loose morals. All of that is partly true and
partly false. Certainly long hours were worked for small return and children as young as three
were expected to work, but what small income was earned kept whole families out of the
workhouse in times of unemployment and illness, and in good times provided funds for little
benefits not available in rural communities elsewhere. As to the loose morals of the female
plaiters; surely the connection was accidental unless, that is, what small independence the
straw plait income gave made them more difficult for the men to dominate.

In a letter to the Hertfordshire Mercury on 30th April 1870 one F. Seebohm said that there was
no harm in five to eight year old children working five or six hours a day, but the plait they
produced was not much good until they reached the age of eight years. Their gross average
earnings were said by him to be 2s.4d a week.

Women would walk to Luton carrying a bushel of straw plait, and having sold it, spend the
proceeds on a joint of meat and groceries, and then walk home carrying their purchases in a
basket. Children would run alongside and sometimes it was possible to get a lift home on a
passing cart.

Even in the 1920s and 1930s plaiting straw and hat making was still very much a cottage
industry in Flamstead, though by then partly mechanised and coming to the end of its steady
decline. Mrs Batchelor, Mrs Barton, Mrs Morton, Mrs Tomkins and Mrs Turpin were amongst
those who were still machining hats at their homes in Flamstead in 1931. Doubtless there were
many others. They owned the machine and a winder themselves and by all accounts worked for
a pittance. Bales of straw were supplied to them by the Luton hat factories and Sporter Flitton
with his horse and cart, latterly Mr. Robinson from Trowley Bottom with a van, collected the
finished work and delivered it to the factories. In earlier days some people would pile their hats
onto a pram and walk them to Luton.
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ANGELA CARAVANS

In the thirties there was a small factory on the narrow strip of land where London Road is
joined by Old Watling Street at Friars Wash. It was run by a man called Purdy who made hand-
built caravans with the aid of a small band of about a dozen workers. They produced two
caravans a week and there are still some about today, lovingly preserved and restored by their
owners. The firm got its name from the Purdy’s daughter. Workers did not have to do very
much wrong before they got the sack, and were laid off for a few weeks after each summer
season ended. Cars would turn up to collect caravans and have to be sent to the blacksmith in
Hicks Lane, Markyate to have tow-bars fitted.

Mrs Purdy did the books. ‘Old Booth’ was the designer and lived in a caravan on the site. On a
Sunday, he would put on his suit and a bowler hat and go to church; he always sat in the north
aisle. The late Frank Rimmington came to work here from Scunthorpe in 1931 when he was
aged 22, travelling by train via Peterborough and Hatfield. The company chauffeur, Ted Lee,
collected him from Bute Street Station in Luton at about three in the afternoon and Frank was
expected to work the remainder of that day. He lodged at the Three Blackbirds for three years
before he got married. He left Angela’s before the war came and worked on a number of jobs
including a period erecting the new factory for Brock’s Fireworks, on the site which is now
Woodhall Farm Estate at Hemel Hempstead. Brock’s at that time, 1933 or 1934, had moved
there from Sutton in Surrey. The outbreak of war found him working for Nash Homes in the
development of the Marshalswick Estate at St Albans. That job ended in 1939. He eventually
found employment at Vauxhall Motors at Luton and was there when the factory was bombed.
In 1944 he was conscripted to bomb damage work, after which he had a number of jobs
including working for Jack Welch for ten years with Charlie Coote (son of the Spotted Dog
landlord) and Gerald Woods. Later again, he was with Rothamsted Experimental Station where
he worked to retirement.

All of this detail is given to demonstrate the sort of employment opportunities that were to be
had during this period.

A 1933 Angela Caravans' advertisement reads:

“The Company's speciality is roomy, lightweight, lantern-roof models, but streamline
caravans are also made. An outstanding feature of the range is that a channel section
pressed-steel chassis figures in the design of all models. The cheapest Angela caravan has a
lantern roof and a bay window in front. It is 8 ft. in length and has two berths. The price is
£55. For £58 a three-berth model is offered and de luxe versions cost from £75. An attractive
four-berth model is offered at £70 and a two room 12-footer costs only a £100. This latter
model in 13-foot form costs £110 and £120 as a 14-footer. A streamline model is offered at
£100. It has two rooms, four berths and full equipment.”

During the Second World War the company did war work and later the premises were taken
over by the Army who erected Nissen huts on part of the site to house a REME unit. When the
Army moved out, the huts were used to house homeless families, but this was only temporary
as the buildings were said to be rat infested. Later, a firm called Skeltons took over the factory;
they made ducting for air extraction systems. The factory buildings and the huts are still there.
They were derelict for many years after Skeltons ceased trading, but in 1996 were taken over
by a firm of furniture dealers.

WILLIAM HALL, plumber, painter, decorator and glazier.

Building maintenance people have been in strong demand since trade specialisation for the
masses became a feature of the industrial revolution. Flamstead, of course, has and had its
share of them and we are fortunate in that a ledger for one of them, who was active around the
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end of last century, has survived. A selection of the entries gives an indication of Mr Hall’s
activities and the prices that were paid:

1884 Beer for bricklayer and labourer, 22 days each man. 14, 8d
1885 Sir J.G.S. Sebright Bart.
Unstopping head to stack pipe and fitting one and a half feet of
close wire at Thomas Welch’s cottage 1.6d
Flamstead Church
Making one new lead quarry light, fixing and making good stonework 7. 6d

Putting nine squares of glass in Belfry quarry light 1.6d

Putting square of glass in Vestry window. 2d

Squeakers Garret

Putting in one sash square in back window 2.6d

ditto - two in front window 1.4d

Journey to Redbourn 2.0d

Mr Saunders for work done at Lybury

42 hours at 6d per hour £1.1.0d

Board of Guardians

1 bag of cement 6.6d

3 bushels of sand 19d

Labour for bricklayer and man 7.0d

2 loads of brick bats and cartage 3.6d

Rev. E. Wells

Twice whiting ceilings and twice covering walls in bedroom,

parlour and sitting room at Church End Farm £1.12.6d
1885 Flamstead Church

Putting nine squares of glass in quarry light in Belfry 1.6d

Putting one square of glass in the Vestry 2d

Squeakers Garret

Putting two sash squares in front window 1.4d

Pound Farm

Putting in cart horse stable three squares of roll plate glass 9.6d

Ditto four squares in nags stable 4.0d'

1888 Board of Guardians
To supplying water at Flamstead Water Works and

repairing pumps Dec 25 to Mar 25 £8.5.0d
1889 Four pigs at 15s each £3.0.0d

One bushel of acorns 10d

Choir supper

To supplying supper for eighteen members at 2s 6d each £2.5.0d

Extras, beer, ginger beer and tobacco 2.10d

Bringing 2 cwt. of sand and a basket of fish

Redbourn Station to Vicarage 8d

T. TIMBERLAKE & SONS

The Timberlake forage business dates back to the early part of last century, probably to 1812,
and over a long period their principal trade was carting hay and straw and chaff to London.
This was a family business with sons and brothers following on, trading as T. Timberlake and
Sons, latterly T.G. Timberlake and Sons.

At the turn of the century the family were running the Windmill pub in Chad Lane, now called
Highfield Farm, and they based the cartage business on the land behind it which was part of
the 200 acres that they farmed. After the compensation was paid for a tragic accident on the A5
in 1906, of which more later, the family moved the farming and dealing side of the business to
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Poplars Farm, now Lady Bray Farm, and Tom Timberlake married and moved to School House
Farm in London Road/Old Watling Street.

Up to the beginning of the First World War, a wagon would be sent to Aunt Gert Timberlake’s
establishment in Seven Sisters Road, Holloway, two or three times a week, heavily loaded with
fodder for use in her stables. It would leave at 5.30am and the first stop would be the Black Boy
pub at Whetstone, where the men would have bread and cheese and beer and the horses would
be fed and watered. At Holloway the wagon would be unloaded. The return trip must have been
a messy business for they were often bringing back soot collected from the London chimney
sweeps which was in strong demand by Flamstead farmers as a fertiliser. Sometimes they
brought back ‘Middlings’ from London Docks, which was a ground up animal feed. Arrival
back at Flamstead would be at about 10.30pm. Sometimes the drivers would fall asleep riding
home on the shafts (though this was an offence) and the horses would find their own way
home. Pay for the men was 17s.6d a week and 2s.6d a day journey money which was good
money considering average farm labourers at that time were earning 15s a week. Kit Sylvester
mentions that there were times when the men stayed overnight at Whetstone, delivered at
Holloway first thing the following morning then returned the same day. There were no trips on
Sundays, that day was reserved for employees to collect their pay, groom the horses, clean out
the stables and clean the harness. Those chores over, the rest of the day was their own!

Grandfather Bill Timberlake died in 1931 and parts of the family haulage business were sold off.
Times were hard then and motor vehicles were rapidly displacing horse-drawn wagons; the
horses were shot and much of the harness and wagons were burnt. The haulage business
continued, but used solid tyred motor lorries.

An account book for the business during the depression survives and makes interesting
reading:-

1926  -June Bought from Mr. Griffin of Puddephats
2 ricks of straw (this produced 40 loads) £32
- July Bought from Mr. Griffin of Puddephats
2 ricks of straw (this produced 21 loads) £25
192 - Aug Bought from Mr. Capel of Delmerend Farm)
1 rick of hay £20
Bought from Mr. Flint of Luton Hoo
1 rick of hay (which yielded 22 tons) £40
1928 - Aug Bought from Mr. Howe of Grove Farm
3 ricks of hay (which yielded 39 tons) £135
- Sept Bought from Mr. Howe of Grove Farm
1 rick of clover (which yielded 7 tons) £30
-Oct Bought from Mr. Herbert at Wood End Farm

3 ricks of straw (sold on in 23 loads
Settlement - 200 bags of soot delivered the same month

1929 - July Bought from Mr. Pearse at Hill and Coles Farm
1 rick of meadow hay (which yielded 23 tons) £100
- Aug Bought from Mrs. Timberlake at Old School Farm
1 rick of Hay (which produced 7 tons) price not quoted
- Sept Bought from Mr. Rowe of Roe End Farm
4 ricks of straw (which produced 55 loads) £50
1930 -Jan Bought from Mr. Rowe of Roe End Farm
4 ricks of straw (which produced 63 loads) £60

There is no consistency about these figures and it is obvious that a great deal of expertise was
brought to bear when sizing up a rick for quality and quantity. One of the tricks of the trade
was to walk round a rick of hay, pushing a long ‘hay-needle’ in here and there and then
smelling it to ensure that there were no unpleasant odours and the hay was ‘sweet’. These
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long, thin, iron needles were in great demand by the ferreting fraternity and Tom’s grandson,
Tony Timberlake, still has two of them, which he has had chromium plated. Most of the
collections and some of the deliveries were local and must have resulted in a considerable
amount of traffic in the country lanes. One can imagine the haggling that went on between the
Timberlakes and the farmers and the frenzy of activity once a deal had been struck. 118 loads,
for example, from Roe End Farm to the School House Farm in the autumn/winter period of
1929/30, and these are only selected entries, there was much else going on besides.

Tom Timberlake died on 8th December 1957 aged 83, but the business, based at School House
Farm, continued almost down to the present day.

FLINT, GRAVEL, CHALK AND BRICK

The whole parish is liberally sprinkled with flints which it has been the practice over hundreds
of years to collect from the fields for use in building and road mending. There used to be a
dump of them at the top of Five Acre Hill where two old men sorted them by size and broke up
the larger ones for use in constructing and repairing walls and roads. There are a number of
cottages and many boundary walls hereabouts made of panels of this material with brick
strengthening and a very attractive sight they are, though expensive to maintain nowadays.

At one time dealings in flint, sand and gravel were seen as a means of raising revenue for the
community. It was proposed by W. Clark and seconded by G Burchmore at a vestry meeting on
15th July 1840 that a stone rate be levied at 3d in the £ and unanimously agreed to. There is no
record of the amount raised, which is a pity because this would have given an indication of the
extent of the trade. Similarly, it was proposed by George Green and seconded by William
Papworth at a vestry meeting on 15th July 1842 that all persons carrying sand “out of the old
road into other parishes” should pay to the stone-wardens one shilling per load. This tax was
still being levied as late as 1871 when, at a vestry meeting that March, it was resolved that no
stones should be paid for except by the yard and with written order.

Ron Harris recalls that children used to earn a little money stone picking in the fields to
provide building materials and improve the tilth.

Harry Neal of Markyate, Philip Rowe’s uncle, was a local flint merchant who would buy from
the farmers, transport and sell. Flint is a very durable material and was much in demand at one
time. Kit Sylvester mentioned that she remembered a time when three men came to Flamstead
from Lincolnshire to cut flints and build walls with them; they were known as ‘Nobblers’. Flints
were collected from the fields and measured into a bottomless cubic yard box so that the
workers could be paid by the yard.

Puddingstone was also collected up by the farmers as it sometimes occurred in large lumps and
interfered with cultivation, but it was mainly used for boundary marking as it is very
distinctive and not all that common.

The practice of chalking the land at Roe End Farm has been carried out since at least 1901 when
the Rowe family took over. Thirty tons per acre of lump chalk was the usual rate of spread.
Gangs of two or three men would tour local farms to mine chalk in the fields. They would sink a
shaft and dig out chalk from around the bottom of it, hauling the material to the surface with
pulley and basket. Wheelbarrows would be used to transport and spread the lump chalk and
one shaft would serve three acres. Open mined chalk pits were another source of supply and
these can still be seen, as at Jacks Dell. This material was also extensively used as under
bedding for pigs.

For many years before the Second World War there were gravel pits on both sides of Delmerend
Lane in the dry valley bottom. To the west was the smaller of the two run by Arthur Neal, a
haulage contractor from Markyate. The other one was quite an extensive affair, at one time
referred to locally as Rick’s Pit, operated by E. J. Rice and Co, Gravel Merchants of Redbourn.
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They had a narrow gauge railway that ran beside the footpath in the valley bottom to carry the
material between the workings and the washing and loading plant beside the As. In the forties
they had an 0-4-0ST steam engine named ‘Sugworth’ built by W.G. Bagnall of Stafford in 1907
working there, but this was stored out of use towards the end of the war and two small diesel
engines were working the line. There was never any connection between the two workings.
Latterly the pits were in the hands of the Friars Wash Sand and Gravel Company, which was a
Rice family concern, and there were plant and offices on London Road until just after the
Second World War. This was roughly on the site of the new Holiday Inn.

There are believed not to have been any brick kilns or clay pits within the parish boundary, but
there were two very close to it. One was started in 1934 by Philip Rowe’s uncle on Nicholls
Farm land, which is in Redbourn Parish, but only a couple of hundred yards from the border.
The other one was on Six Tunnels Farm land which is at Gaddesden Row, but again only a few
hundred yards from the border. A brown handmade brick was produced. Both sites closed
down in 1950.

WINDMILLS.

The Lord of the Manor controlled the milling of wheat and extracted a proportion of
production by way of a tithe. The numbers of people employed in the trade were hardly
significant, but nevertheless milling was an important local commercial activity.

So far as is known, Flamstead only ever had three windmills which for the sake of convenience
we will call ‘Chad’, ‘Friendless’ and ‘Hicks’ as shorthand to identify where they stood i.e. off
Chad Lane at the back of River Hall; in Mill Lane, near the junction with Friendless Lane and at
the end of Windmill Lane, on the north east corner of the junction with Hicks Lane. A lot of
nonsense and conjecture has been written about these mills and because of the difficulties of
identification in old records, there has been much confusion between them, which is why
approximation names have been adopted. One of the most useful and informed sources is an
article by Cyril Moore that appeared in Hertfordshire’s Past No 19 in the autumn of 1985. Apart
from the names of roads and fields there is nothing to indicate today that these mills ever
existed.

A Poor Rate Assessment of 1811 shows a Mr Horn with a windmill at Market End which may be
‘Hicks. Pigot’s directory of 1826 lists two millers in Flamstead, William Dunckley and William
Warr, but does not identify where their mills were. John Lee of Wellcroft Hill is quoted as a
miller in the 1841 Census. Kelly’s Directory of 1850 does not show any millers in Flamstead;
their 1860 and 1870 editions show Richard Rowley as a miller at Markyate, and from their 1882
edition onwards no millers appear. William Alsopp is quoted as a miller in the 1861 Census.
None of these references identify the mill.

‘Chad’ does not appear on the Drury and Andrews’ map of 1766, but is shown on Bryant’s map
of 1822; it also appears as a windmill owned by William Dunckley, with John Lea as tenant, in
the 1838 Tithe Grant, with all three points repeated in an 1842 list of land owners and tenants.
It may have been demolished soon after this, but on the other hand, if that is so, why was the
adjacent pub known as the Windmill at the turn of the century if the mill was no longer
standing?

‘Friendless’ was the earliest Flamstead windmill with a first mention in 1309. It is shown on
Sellers’ map of 1676 and on Drury and Andrews’ map of 1766, so it lasted a long time, but it is
not on Bryant’s map of 1822 suggesting that it had gone by that date. The mill site is in the
1838 Tithe Grant, but is recorded as three cottages owned by the Executors of Thomas Poulton
with no mention of a mill, though the other two windmills existing at that date are plainly
marked.
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‘Hicks’ is shown on Drury and Andrews’ map of 1766. An 1809 Poor Rate Assessment shows a
Mr Jeffery with a windmill at Pepsal End which could be ‘Hicks’, ‘Chad’ or another one that is
otherwise unrecorded.

‘Hicks’ is on Bryant’s map of 1822, and also in the 1838 Tithe Grant. It is shown in an 1842 list
of owners and tenants as a windmill and cottage owned by John Wheeldon and others, the
Pickford Trustees, with William Warr as the tenant. The Pickford family appear to have owned
it for about fifty years. Local tradition has it that two of Flamstead’s three windmills,

‘Chad’ and ‘Hicks’, were burnt down on the same night early last century, when a great gale
caused so much friction in the mechanisms that they caught fire. From the above it would
appear that ‘Hicks’ was subsequently rebuilt.

RETAIL TRADES

On the face of it retail trading in Flamstead has a superb and classic foundation; no less than a
Royal Charter granted by Edward I to the Lord of the Manor, Robert de Tony in 1298, to hold a
market every Thursday in Flamstead and an annual fair of eight days duration on the eve, day
and morrow of the Feast of St Leonard and the five days that follow. The relative importance of
Flamstead was much greater then than it is now, but even so it is difficult to see how such a
small place could justify such lavish provision of marketing facilities. The answer can probably
be found in Markyate, the eastern part of which was then in the Parish of Flamstead. Here a
market may have lined the Watling Street and thus gained a lively trade from passing traffic.
This is largely conjecture however because no descriptions of these early fairs and markets
have come to light. There is also the point that the charter was bestowed upon the Lord of the
Manor, not the parish, and so it is entirely possible that he allowed a few stalls to be put up in
both Flamstead and Markyate and, no doubt, made some small income from it for himself.

Remember Studham and Caddington also had a stake in Markyate and no doubt eagerly joined
in the opportunity to sell their surplus produce on market days.

Until the early part of the last century, village shops did not exist. Local people had hardly any
money to spend anyway; their food they grew or gathered themselves, some items such as
corn, bacon, milk and cheese came from farmer employers, often as wages in kind. Purchase of
clothes was usually a once a year job following the killing of the family pig, of which part
would be sold off, and even then it would mostly be a case of buying off a passing pedlar. In any
case there was no spare time to visit the shops in the towns; men and women worked six days a
week and on Sundays they went to church.

Even in the comparative affluence of the twentieth century Flamstead only ever had a handful
of shops at any one time and most of those were small establishments with a very limited
range of goods. The exceptions are probably the Post Office & General Store, Ackroyds the
bakers and Meritts the butchers.

ROUNDSMEN

There was a long tradition of door-to-door salesmen going back to the beginnings of
Flamstead and lasting into modern times. A wide variety of goods was on offer, often on a
regular basis, and it was possible to have nearly everything you needed available in this way.

Certainly it was still going on within living memory and until well after the Second World War
and the details that follow were mentioned in the interviews with villagers and relate to that
period.

There were three bakers’ rounds by horse and cart, Pruden’s from Markyate, Bert Chapman,
known as ‘The Midnight Baker’ from Slip End (so called because he came round very late in the
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day) and a delivery from Redbourn. In the same period coal merchants, Martells from Luton,
would call on a Friday night so as to be sure of getting their money, it being pay day.

Ikey Puddephatt from Markyate would call round with home made faggots on a Friday and
would barter one of them for a rabbit skin. Dan Sharman sold fish from a pony and trap and
was well presented in a straw hat and striped apron. The fish was kept in boxes packed with ice
and was weighed out from a pair of scales at the back of the trap. Another man called Ikey, who
could be the same one as the faggots man, also sold fish from a pony and trap, but his fish was
of the fried variety, sold cold. Cyril Marshall from Redbourn called regularly with greengrocery
and sold wet fish as well on a Friday.

The Co-op from Dunstable called on a Monday to take grocery orders and delivered them on
Thursday or Friday. Liptons, Home & Colonial, International Stores and Sainsburys gave a
similar service at various times. Hilda Flitton’s Auntie Carrie would cycle round on a Tuesday
to collect orders for Symonds of Harpenden and deliver the goods on a Thursday. A pony and
trap hung around with all types of hardware was a regular visitor. The Hokey Pokey man, an
Italian from Hemel Hempstead, sold ice cream cornets and ice cream blocks from his cart,
usually on a Sunday. Jacko Morris used to cycle to St. Albans to collect ice cream and then sell it
round the villages. Cecil Meritt delivered meat in the village for a Markyate butcher before he
took over the shop in Trowley Hill Road. Bert Dunham and Bernard Hall were two travelling
butchers from Redbourn. A number of the local farms had milk rounds, but the last was College
Farm making deliveries by pony and trap and ladling the milk out of the churn with a can. This
lasted until well after the Second World War. The best remembered milkman was Billy
Johnson, who worked for farmer Edgar Burchmore at Hollybush Farm, and took his churn
right up to the door to ladle the milk directly into the customer’s jug. A muffin-man came
round regularly on his bicycle on Sunday afternoons. The oil-man came in a van from St.
Albans and sold paraffin, soap, candles and ironmongery. Tally-man, Johnny Bathe from
Hemel Hempstead, used to cycle round with his big bike laden with clothes and bedding and
haberdashery, a carbide lamp hung back and front. Mr Smith from St Albans sold almost
anything in the haberdashery line and allowed you to pay by instalments once a week. Rags
and bones were collected regularly by a man with a horse and cart and paid for with goldfish.

BUS SERVICES

The first regular motor bus service through the parish ran between St Albans and Markyate
from 14™ May 1910 on Saturdays, Sundays and Wednesdays. This service was run by Herts
Motors Ltd., who used open-topped double deckers. It is understood to have been confined to
the main road and would not, therefore, have come up into the village. How long the service
was running is not known, but it is assumed that it was discontinued at the start of the First
World War when buses were requisitioned by the armed forces. After the war, many of the
buses were in a very poor condition, their intended life span being only a few years,
presumably because developments in transport were taking place at such a rapid rate that
there was little point in building to last. During the 1920s and 1930s, most country services
appear to have used single decker vehicles; very few bus owners had experience of running the
services and they were often a sideline to their main businesses. Garages for the vehicles were
rare and maintenance facilities were generally poor, leading to many buses becoming
inoperable early in their lifetime. In spite of these problems services improved steadily and
this allowed people from country areas to travel into town more easily. Parcels, caged livestock
and other goods were often carried in addition to the passengers and this provided
competition for the local carriers that had thrived all over the country using horse-drawn
vehicles over a long period.

The London General Omnibus Company route N4, St Albans to Markyate, started in 1921, but it
is believed that the buses stopped at Friars Wash and did not make a detour through Flamstead
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village. The locals either made the long walk down to the main road or continued to walk all
the way to adjacent towns or villages. Some people, however, had bicycles and thought nothing
of cycling to work at Luton or Hemel Hempstead each day. At one time a brake ran regularly
from the George at Markyate to Luton, but this was not really very convenient for Flamstead
people. At this time the bus fare from Friars Wash to Luton was 6d or 2s.6d for a weekly
season. The vehicles used were still open topped double-deckers.

One new service that did come right into the village, indeed buses turned at Trowley Bottom,
was the Renown Motor Services (Lamb Brothers), Luton to Flamstead via Markyate and Slip
End route, which started in July 1927. The vehicle had a blue livery and was manned by Mr
Hawkins and his son. Later young Hawkins married Ted Lee’s sister, but unfortunately she
died in childbirth early in the marriage. Union Jack (A.F. England) took the service over in 1933
and it later became Eastern National route 83 in December 1936. Union Jack was well thought
of in the village and it was said that if a service bus was full and had to leave people behind it
would come back and do a second run so that nobody was left stranded. There was a snag
though, you sometimes had to help push the bus up Luton Hill. London Passenger Transport
Board (LPTB) took over in 1937 and renumbered the route 356A. By this time there were a
number of through services stopping at Friars Wash, but by-passing Flamstead village.

In April 1959 the routes from Luton were revised and the Flamstead service became route 364,
Hitchin, Luton and Markyate to Flamstead.

That year Flamstead residents got up a petition about the service because they had difficulty in
finding room on the buses in the rush hour at Luton. The London Transport Executive
responded with an agreement to provide double deck vehicles in place of single deck ones on
some services.

Apart from the earliest village services it was unusual for buses to reverse at Trowley Bottom.
Services from the Luton direction came up Hollybush Lane, discharged their passengers at the
almshouses, reversed into River Hill then commenced a new service from the Three
Blackbirds. Those from the St. Albans direction came up Chequers Hill, discharged their
passengers outside the Three Blackbirds, reversed into Chapel Road then commenced a new
service from the almshouses. Through services on the A5 tended to ignore Flamstead
altogether though it was always possible to use them by walking to one of the three bus stops
on the main road within the parish, Friars Wash, ‘Happylands’ or the Three Sisters Cafe. These
procedures largely ceased when facilities were specifically provided for buses at Slate Corner
towards the end of the sixties.

The quickest way to get a parcel delivered was by bus, but you had to arrange for your own
delivery and collection at a bus stop. Bundles of newspapers went the same way on a daily
basis, and there was always an extra copy left on top for the crew.

Doug Riley and his nephews Andrew and Bill Cotterell drove buses in the area during the
eighties and Stan Riley was a conductor for a few years. It must have been an interesting job
because he recalls a lot of amusing incidents of which, perhaps, just one will serve to illustrate.
The driver of the last bus of the day from Dunstable to St. Albans had a date with a lady after he
had finished work so he was in a hurry, but horror of horrors, her husband got on the bus. The
driver drove on and thought a bit, then he declared the bus a failure, made the husband get off,
leaving the way clear for a lengthy assignment with the wife. Ladies were always a problem
with bus crews, something to do with the uniform it was said.

Richard Hogg’s article in Markyate's Past, Issue No 4, is recommended for further reading on
local bus services.
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