Tail Mill
Down all the Years
Text: David Gibbs: Photos: Nigel Stevens and Alan Keene

This was an open-ended project the objective being to record as much factual,
pictorial and anecdotal information as possible about the Tail Mill of yesterday
and to provide a basis to which future local historians can refer and maybe
enhance.
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Industrial History
(This narrative is based on information supplied by Merriott Plastics Ltd and on
a history timeline researched by George Trinkle.)
When the Doomsday Book was compiled in 1086 there were four mills listed as
being in Merriott. That such a small village, as it must have been back then,
should have so many is somewhat out of keeping with most villages, where just
one mill seemed to be sufficient. They were usually built and supported by the
local farming community and were referred to as ‘grist’ mills. The local farmers
took their corn along and, depending on the quality, it was coarsely ground for
animal feed or finely ground for bread making. As payment for services
rendered, the miller kept back an agreed percentage of the meal or flour.
Presumably, one of the Merriott mills mentioned in the Doomsday Book was Tail
Mill although it is not until 1292, some 200 years later, before early records
refer to a mill as ‘Tayle’ Mill. It’s thought the name derived from Hubert le
Taille who was very likely the owner at that time.
By 1542, ownership was in the hands of William Mitchell, a family name long
associated with the village even to this day. It probably remained in the
ownership of the Mitchell family for the next 88 years before, in 1632, Henry
Elliott purchased it. Henry Elliott, apart from being a miller, was a religious nonconformist, someone who disagreed with the Act of Uniformity 1662 that
decreed that all rites, ceremonies and doctrines of the Church of England must
conform to those prescribed in the recently introduced Common Book of Prayer.
The non-conformist movement was very strong in the West Country. In some
parishes, even members of the clergy refused to obey this edict and broke from
the established church, as was the case with the Rev John Warham, of
Crewkerne. Previously ejected as vicar of Alford, Nr Castle Cary, he came to
Crewkerne in 1627 bringing a group of dedicated followers with him. But things
didn’t work out at Crewkerne either, nor at Exeter, his next port of call.
Eventually, in 1630, he led a party to America, Pilgrim Fathers style, to settle in
Boston, Massachusetts. (I happen to know this because a young man bearing my
surname was a dedicated follower of the vicar, married one of his daughters,
and went off to America with him.)
The vicar in Merriott at that time was Rev Robert Marke and presumably, he
was not a Puritan. But there were sufficient people of that persuasion for Henry
Elliott, in 1669, to apply for and be granted a licence use his ‘house at Tayle Mill
as a non-conformist preaching place‘ and as a result a good many folk attended
services there rather than All Saints. Whether this arose from religious
conviction – it’s doubtful if many village folk had even heard of the Common Book
Of Prayer let alone be capable of reading and understanding it – or in the
interest of continuing employment to keep in with mill owner, we can only wonder.
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The Elliott family retained ownership of the mill for over a hundred years, until
1760 when it was sold to a man called Parker. Successive members of the Parker
family then owned it until 1825 when George Parker sold it to Richard Hayward,
a sailcloth manufacturer of West Chinnock. At this point, Tail Mill ceased being
a grist mill and became a flax-based processing, spinning and weaving mill, the
principle product being sailcloth. The company became one of the most
important sailcloth manufacturers in Somerset. It’s said that sailcloth for
Nelson’s flagship HMS Victory was produced in Merriott but other places make
similar claims. If this is true, then it must have been long after the Battle of
Trafalgar (1805) and also after 1836 (when sailcloth was first made at Tail Mill)
but the claim is still feasible since Victory, although removed from active
service, was still used for training and ceremonial purposes right up until 1922
when she was then moved into dry dock. The ship was subject to a refit as late
as 1888 and maybe that is when sails for the ship were made at Merriott. It may
not have been all the sails on the ship, maybe just one small sail, but the fact
that the story has survived down all the years suggests there surely must be
some truth in the village’s one and only claim to fame.
The firm of Hayward and Son prospered and by 1851 well over 100 people were
employed at Tail Mill in a variety of trades. Carters were hired to haul flax to
the factory, or take the finished cloth to the ships and boats at the coast. A
beam engine was installed and two tall chimneys appeared on the skyline as
steam power was introduced to supplement and eventually replace waterpower. A
fire engine was on hand to deal with the ever-present risk of fire in what was in
some parts of the factory a dusty, fibre-laden environment. And as the firm
prospered, even more people were needed with more specialised skills such as
mechanical maintenance engineers, plumbers and stokers. At that time,
economically the village must have been riding the crest of a wave.
This prosperity, however, was short lived. In 1865, the American Civil War
ended and the cotton grown in the southern United States was cheaper and
resulted in much better products than those produced from flax grown in the
UK. The flax industry, including Tail Mill, was soon in trouble. About this time,
Richard Hayward offered a wide range of equipment for sale, probably as a
result of the economic downturn. It’s likely some people lost their jobs, thus
bringing hardship to many a village family.
But Tail Mill survived. By 1868, after a dispute in the Hayward family had led to
the original business being split, the Tail Mill operation traded under the name
of Richard Hayward and Sons.
In 1868 there was ‘trouble at mill’, Merriott style. It appears there was a
dispute about bad time keeping, in spite of the clock prominently displayed high
on the warehouse close the mill entrance and is still there to this day. It seems
the steam engine was being set in motion on time but the workers were not in
MLHG DIGITAL ARCHIVE 2014

3

Copyright: See ARCHIVE INTRODUCTION

place to man the machinery. In the stand off that followed, Hayward and Son
responded by locking the factory gates; an industrial lockout in the heart of the
Somerset countryside! It was all the fault of one Henry Lawrence, branded a
‘ringleader’. Along with 74 of his colleagues, he was summoned to appear before
the magistrates at Yeovil and fined 20 shillings plus costs with one month to pay.
It’s a wonder they didn’t deport him, Tolpuddle Martyrs style. The summonses
against all the others were withdrawn when they agreed, reluctantly no doubt, to
go back to work and behave themselves.
But it seems the working people in the village were finding their collective voice,
as they were all over the country. A member of the Hayward family, Major
Richard Hayward, when standing for parliament in 1884 spoke to the workers
about the responsibility attached to being able to vote. He found that they had
become so radical in their thinking he was unable to make much impression on
them. This in spite of Richard Hayward (the company) having just recently built
the Working Men’s Institute for the mill workers on Lower Street at the top of
Tail Mill Lane.
There was more trouble at the mill in
1894. In an effort to increase production
and reduce costs, wages were cut by 10%
and key workers such as charge hands
were sacked and replaced by workers from
Scotland. The Merriott folk protested and
eventually went out on strike. With no
organised union, the men held meetings
similar to the Crewkerne meeting (see
newspaper report) in all the local villages in
order to garner support, both moral and
financial. They held out for a month or so
until the Rev Pervcival and other village
worthies, at a meeting held in the new Working Men’s Institute, brokered what
they deemed an honourable settlement: a wage reduction of 5% instead of 10%
and, after a collective apology to the management, all workers to seek reemployment. Hardly a victory for the labour force, but the terms were accepted
and work at the mill resumed.
But by the time Major Hayward passed away in 1896 the mill operatives must
have been a little more contented, for on the day of his funeral the factory was
closed for half the day and most of the workers turned out to follow the
cortège from the Major’s home at Marks Barn along Lower Street and down Tail
Mill Lane as it made its way to West Chinnock. A half-day off work but with pay
or without pay? And was following the cortege voluntary? This we shall never
know.
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It seems, however, that in general during the Hayward tenure of Tail Mill, things
progressed reasonably smoothly with work being provided year after year for
many village people. The product range expanded to include rope and webbing.
This situation prevailed until 1929, when the goodwill of the business was sold to
Baxter Brothers & Co Ltd, linen and jute spinners and cloth manufacturers, of
Dundee. Weaving at Tail Mill soon came to an end and all that remained of the
once prominent weaving activity in the village was a small factory, owned by a Mr
Hebditch, in a cluster of buildings on the right-hand side of the lane at the
approach to the built-up area. It was still functioning into the 1950s. It
employed just a handful of people and produced rolls of webbing, about three
inches in width, used for edging coconut matting. The machinery in the factory
was belt driven from pulleys mounted on overhead shafts, which in turn were
powered by a single diesel engine that I recall thudded with a distinctive rhythm
and belched blue exhaust from a vertical pipe in the factory roof. In summer,
the large doors at the front of the factory were always kept wide open.
The main Tail Mill site was eventually sold, in 1938, to D H Bonnella and Sons
Ltd, a London company incorporated in 1899, which in turn derived from a woodturning business dating from the 1860s and run by its founder, D H Bonnella.
With a view to extending its range of products, D H Bonnella and Sons Ltd
turned its skills from solely woodturning to working in ivory, gold and other
precious materials. Trading links were established with the automobile
manufacturers of the day, among them Rolls Royce and Daimler for whom they
made badges, lamps, ornaments and other decorative pieces to adorn the new
playthings of the rich.
The Company prospered and its reputation grew. Improved methods of
production were introduced resulting in increased efficiency, together with a
production capacity for the more mundane, higher volume items, including the
manufacture of door fittings and window winding components for the Ford
Motor Company. Consequently, the company moved to larger premises, still in
London, and in 1927 became involved in the relatively new production process of
plastic moulding, setting up their first compression moulding shop.
The company won a lucrative contract with the then War Department to
manufacture parts for the aviation industry. Additional capacity was installed
alongside existing production lines. The workforce grew and with it the
company's reputation and importance.
In 1937, with political unrest in Europe and a growing concern for world peace,
the government of the day decided to disperse companies undertaking work of
military importance. The Ministry of Aviation insisted D H Bonnella and Sons Ltd
move out of London to another site situated west of an imaginary line struck
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between Bristol and Weymouth. As a result, the Bonnella family purchased the
premises at Tail Mill and in 1938 the company moved to Merriott.
Soon after their move to Merriott, the business was split. The original company
continued with their traditional metal fabrication and hand crafting business and
a newly-formed company, Merriott Mouldings Ltd, was set up to take over and
handle the growing plastic moulding activities. In those days, the process was
essentially that of manually placing a precise amount of polymer powder into one
half of a split mould, bringing the two halves of the mould together and, via the
presses in which the mould was housed, applying precisely controlled heat and
pressure for a pre-determined time during which the powder was transformed
into a rigid object. The predominant material at that time was the rather hard
and somewhat brittle material commonly known as bakelite.
Merriott Mouldings Ltd quickly established itself and its early interest in the
aviation field bore fruit with the securing of a war-time contracts to
manufacture the pre-selector unit for bomb release mechanisms used in a wide
range of military aircraft, and quick-release valves for barrage balloons.
After the war, in 1949, the trading interests of the original company, D H
Bonnella and Sons Limited were sold to a London company and that side of the
business at Tail Mill came to an end. Only Merriott Mouldings Ltd remained,
continuing to produce a wide range of compression moulded products.
In subsequent years, there were many developments in the range of plastic
materials that could be successfully moulded, and in production methods. Among
the new materials were the less rigid and more versatile thermo-plastic
materials such as polythene, and an important production method was that of
injection moulding whereby the precise amount of powder is automatically
injected into the mould. Thus in the early 1960s, to compliment its thriving
thermo-setting moulding, the company installed new presses and ancillary
equipment and began to specialise in injection moulding, producing a wide range
of moulded items to meet an ever increasing demand.
The company continued to develop, installing new presses and automated
finishing equipment, creating facilities to offer secondary operations such as
ultrasonic welding, and introducing computer control systems. They also offered
tool design and manufacture, component design and various other support
services.
In April 1999, the business was sold to Merriott Plastics Ltd, the present-day
owners, who continued the emphasis on plastic moulding. In 2011, the company
moved to new premises in Crewkerne. After a long journey down all the years,
Tail Mill had finally reached the end of its industrial road.
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The Buildings

The photographs above show the Tail Mill site as it looked by the middle of the
20c. Today, as redevelopment looms and it lies vacant and unused, from a
distance, with the exception of the tall chimneys, which are no longer there, it is
still readily recognisable. Of course, the site would not have always been so
extensive; it grew according to prevailing needs as it journeyed down the
decades from humble grist mill to a weaving and sailcloth making factory before
finally becoming the home of modern engineering production activity using
materials and processes close to the frontiers of mans ingenuity and knowledge.
And in all that time, whatever the nature of the work going on there, it has
provided employment and prosperity for hundreds of people from Merriott and
the surrounding locality, and in recent times from far-off European countries.
Now, manufacturing activity is at and end and development of the site seems
inevitable. Tail Mill appears to have reached the end of the road as a centre of
employment.
The notes that follow are based on information published by English Heritage
and they are intended to provide an overview of the buildings as they were at
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the time of their fairly recent inspection, and presumably still are at the time of
writing.
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Warehouse
Other than the two photographs above, no old photographs of the mill buildings
appear to exist. The upper photographs, centred on the pond, show a building
just inside the site entrance, as it was around the 1900s (small photo) and 1920s
(larger photo). The lower photograph below centre is of the same building was
taken in 2011.
Visually, this is the most attractive building on the site and, like others close by,
is Grade II listed. Initially, it was a three-storey warehouse, with attics. In
more recent years, the full-height central door has been partly glazed in. Note
the once all-important clock, a constant reminder to workers of the importance
of good timekeeping.
The building has a number of architectural features of historic interest,
including a unique roof structure and, spanning the front and rear walls, massive
timber beams supporting the upper floors. Trap doors in the floors of the
central section of the building still survive apparently, having once provided for
the loading and unloading of goods hauled up via a hand-operated hoist attached
to the roof trusses. The hoist is no longer in position but still exists and has
been stored in the attic.
Domestic Dwelling
Attached to the warehouse is a house, probably once the home of an important
employee, such as the works manager. It’s believed this house was constructed
in the mid-1800s, possibly around the time Hayward and Sons came into being.
Textile Mill
The original textile mill, northwest of the warehouse was built about 160 years
ago and consists of nine two-storey bays, plus attics.
The structure of the building includes cast iron columns and beams. Of
particular interest is the use of triple trusses, which not only form part of the
roof structure but at one time also supported the line hafting.
Externally, on the south elevation, there are three blocked arches of different
size where water wheels, providing power to drive the machinery, were once
located. Off one bay there was once an engine house, the engine providing power
to drive the machinery as waterpower was phased out. The arched entrance to
the engine house is still there. On the east elevation, there’s a hoist tower with
a gabled stair and external door.
Internally, the engine house itself can still be seen, full height and with a brick
fireproof ceiling, protecting the attic floor above, which happens to be doubleboarded with unusually wide planks. Metal ceiling beams retain pairs of lifting
rings used for lifting engines in position.
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Weaving Shed
The old weaving shed occupies the northeast corner of the site. It has eleven normal
width bays and three narrow ones. It’s not much to look at from the outside but
inside there are more arcades of cast iron supporting a very tall timber roof. Pivoted
windows provided general ventilation but the three narrow bays were open to the
elements along one side, suggesting a very dusty atmosphere once prevailed in
relation to the work that once went on there. Boxes that housed bearings to support
line shafting can still be seen, located in the end walls.
Ancillary Buildings
There are a number of single story buildings situated on the west, northwest and
north east of the textile mill and built between 1844 and 1886. They were originally
used for various textile-finishing processes.
Engine House
Southwest of the weaving shed there is what was once an engine house, built to house
a replacement engine for one that powered the weaving shed machinery. A blocked
arch for a former flywheel is still evident.
General Views
The photographs below of the exterior of the buildings were taken in 2011, when the
buildings had been vacated.

MLHG DIGITAL ARCHIVE 2014

10

Copyright: See ARCHIVE INTRODUCTION

MLHG DIGITAL ARCHIVE 2014

11

Copyright: See ARCHIVE INTRODUCTION

Special mention should perhaps be made of the brick building, centre above. It is
WW2 air-raid shelter, with two compartments, one presumably for women and
one for men. My father worked at Tail Mill during the war years, on shift work
that included nights, but I never heard him say that the air raid shelter was
ever used, not even around the time when a German incendiary bomb fell on
Merriott, in an orchard at Townsend.
It’s said that during the war the factory had it’s own Home Guard unit. It’s also
said that a Lewis gun was mounted on the factory roof and on one occasion
‘opened up’ on a passing aircraft that turned out to be ‘one of ours’. I have two
observations with regard to this. Firstly, having been a young boy around that
time and quite aware of what was going on, I never heard mention of a Home
Guard unit other than the village unit. At best, I imagine there were
firewatchers, ready to spot any wayward incendiary bomb. As for the pot-shot
taken at a passing aircraft, well, I can’t help thinking access to a well-filled
saltcellar might come in handy for anyone hearing this story for the first time!

The Pond and Water Control

The map shows how the stream, resulting from the convergence of Berdons

Brook and Goulds Brook at Merriottsford, snakes its way across the meadows
south of Lower Street beyond Court Mill, heading to join the River Parrett at
West Chinnock, was diverted via a single sluice gate to form an extended leat
and then a pond to power the Tail Mill. The dotted blue line indicates the
stream’s original route, before being diverted.
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Of course, in days past the pond was strictly out of bounds to village children,
but not so the leat although it was quite deep in places and needed to be treated
with respect. We used to access it via a gateway just beyond the bungalow on
Hazelbury Road, across a field, then though a gap in the hedge. Alongside the
stream, willows grew, some arching to the opposite bank and thus providing a
precarious bridge for boys to scramble across, and sometimes fall in. It was an
adventure playground, and a wonderful spot to catch minnows, and even ‘redbreasters’ on good day!
In times of heavy rainfall, this original route would again become active and the
excess water would bypass the mill. If the flooding occurred at the time of very
cold weather, the meadow alongside Tail Mill Lane briefly became a very shallow
skating rink, much enjoyed by the village children.
The following two pictures of the millpond give a few clues as to how the flow of
water into the mill was controlled. Note there are no less than four sluice gates
incorporated in the short pontoon projecting into the pond. These slice gates
were the principal control point for the flow of water into the mill. From this
point, it flowed through a large tunnel towards the water wheels installed on the
opposite side of the factory.
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The upper picture shows the pond,
pontoon and sluice gates from a
slightly different angle. and another
sluice gate on the far bank. At the
time this picture was taken,
waterpower had been replaced, or
was being augmented by steam power,
as is evident by the two tall chimneys.
The small pictures show the sluice
gates as they are today. What will
become of these wonderful examples of Victorian engineering when the site is
redeveloped? The tunnel shown alongside is believed to be the route along which
water flowed into the mill.
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The Employees

This is probably the earliest photograph ever taken of the workers at Tail Mill. It shows the
workforce in 1890. They are assembled by the easily recognisable warehouse doors. A head
count suggests they numbered around 126. It’s not the clearest of images but it can be seen
there are many very young people, especially girls.

The above picture, taken in the early 1900s, purports to show workers leaving
the factory at the end of a day’s work. Scenes similar to this could be seen
during the WW2 years when, soon after 6.00pm, Tail Mill Lane would be
crowded with cyclists and pedestrians, many of the pedestrians who were not
village folk boarding two Southern National buses waiting at the top of Tail
Mill Lane to take them to Crewkerne and beyond. In this photograph, and in
the one below taken in Lower Street and which also includes Tail Mill workers,
the women are wearing bonnets similar to those worn in the Lancashire mills.
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The above picture is of a Tail Mill
bonnet, a family treasure that
belonged to my grandmother. It is s
now over 120 years old and in fine
condition. The smaller picture shows
the elaborate stitching.
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This picture shows the men of the mill and, at the rear, the ‘Transport Dept’
who initially transported flax to the mill and sailcloth and rope to the coast
(returning, apparently, with loads of fish to sell around the village) and later,
after the coming of the railway, to the station at Crewkerne.

This photograph, with many familiar faces to those of us of a certain age, was
taken in 1949 and shows employees about to depart on a theatre trip to Bristol.
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The picture above is believed to have been taken in the mid-1960s, shows a
works entry in a local carnival. No further information is available; can you help?

Early Working Conditions
Wouldn’t it be interesting to read a firsthand account of what it was like to
work at Tail Mill, and in the flax industry in general, back in the 1800s? Better
still, watch a video! Unfortunately, neither is possible although it’s not difficult
to imagine that it must have been pretty grim. Even at a much later date the
working conditions in the flax industry were still far from ideal as can be judged
from this film: From Flax To Linen (Ulster Linen Industry)
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FQ8FGtMiL68&feature=related
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