Early Mechanisation at Moorlands Farm
Text: David Gibbs Moorlands photographs: Nigel Stephens and Alan Keene. Others: as noted

In the spring of 20110, members of the History Group were granted permission to take
a closer look at the derelict Moorlands Farm site, then recently sold and scheduled for
redevelopment. Documents elsewhere in this archive, in particular Richard Rumsby's
Memories of Farming in the 1940s, include photos taken on that day and record a great
deal about the farm of days long gone. But stuck in a corner of one building there was
some old machinery that looked rather interesting and merited a closer look. The blue,
wooden-framed object in the picture foreground, for instance. What might it be?
Before you go any further, what do you think it is?
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In the centre of the wooden frame
there are two stone rollers, once
driven in opposite directions by the
two externally mounted
gear wheels ………

…… and a gear-driven shaft with
some nasty looking teeth.

There was a large hand wheel, with
a shaft carrying more nasty
looking teeth. ….

And some nice sturdy boxes by the
wall ………… wonder what they were
once used for? I think you might
have a good idea when you see
later pictures.

MLHG ARCHIVE 2010 – 2013

2

Copyright: See ARCHIVE INTRODUCTION

Then there was this wooden
hopper, stacked to one side in
the opening photograph; it
seemed to fit on top of the
frame. It was open at the
bottom so that whatever was
piled in there could fall through
onto those rollers ……….
…….. and maybe get chopped to
pieces by those nasty looking
teeth.

Any nearer to deciding what it
might be?

Here’s a picture of a
similar machine.
Ah yes! you cry. Of
course! It’s a scratter!

The Moorlands machine was made in
Somerset, a county noted for its cider.
(Now if you don’t know what a scratter is,
hidden in that last sentence is as good a
clue as you are going to get.) It was made
at the Albert Day Foundry at Mark, near
Wedmore. And what’s more, the corroded
cast iron nameplate says the company was
patronised by royalty. Queen Victoria, no
less! But they didn’t call their masterpiece
a scratter, they called it an apple mill.
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At the Fleece Inn in Bretforton, near Evesham, each year they hold an Apple and Ale
Festival when they make Fleece Folly, a traditional cider, which they claim is just as
cider should be. They make the cider using a replica twin-screw cider press, which is
fed pomace (chopped-up apple) produced on by a restored scratter made by Albert Day,
which is shown here. It was made in 1866 and is the same model as the Moorlands Farm
scratter but with a pulley for a power drive instead of a second handwheel as in the
advertisement. The festival at the Fleece Inn is held in October. Visit this website for
more information. www.thefleeceinn.co.uk/

These photographs are reproduced
with the permission of Mark Shirley of
Rockingham Forest Cider. For more
information about cider making and
related events see:
http://rockinghamforestcider.moonfru
it.com/
and
http://rockinghamforestcider.blogspot
.com/
But stay awhile, there’s more ……..
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If you would like to read a concise illustrated review of traditional Somerset cider
making involving the use of an Albert Day Somerset scratter, visit this website:
http://wordscene.wordpress.com/2011/12/15/cider-making-in-somerset-thetraditional-way/
And if you would like to see a wonderful film of cider making in the traditional country
way, visit
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=STRghFitfwY
But first, read on. The Day foundry was not the only one in Mark; there was also the
Wesley foundry. Both these companies were making a range of agricultural machinery,
particularly for cheese and cider making. Below are examples of their respective
scratter nameplates, being cleverly built into a garden veranda.

It’s interesting to note the Day nameplates are numbered. Clearly, a considerable
number of scratters were made, giving an indication of the importance and extent of
local cider-making activity in days gone by.
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Incidentally, before Moorlands Farm fell into disrepair, the loft immediately above the
area in which the scratter and other machines were found was divided into
compartments, as this late 1940s photograph below shows. (I recall seeing this loft in
the mid-1940s, then empty and unused.) It could be that after harvesting and before
cider making began, the ‘bins’ were used to hold various types of apples, ready to be
mixed into the exact quantities of each type to give a particular flavour to the cider.

On seeing the above photograph, Mark Shirley of Rockingham Forest Cider commented:

I think you're right about the storage areas in the loft area, (assuming this was the
cider house and not just a storage barn for the equipment), this would have been the
usual way of storing the fruit until fully mature and ready to press (which for some
varieties can be some weeks after harvest). Storing above the cider house in this way
would keep the fruit cleaner, and possibly less accessible to rodents/birds, thereby
reducing the incidence of rots. The cider house would often have been set up in such a
way that the apples could then be shoveled down a chute directly into the mill, saving a
lot of lifting or the need for an elevator. In farm cider making like this, the apples
would rarely have been washed prior to milling!
Looking closer, is that a chute in the left foreground of the photograph? Perhaps it is.
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On the other hand, the bins in the loft above may have been used for storing grain.
Referring back to the opening photograph (reproduced again below), right in the far
corner there is another machine. Its purpose, thanks to the large drum, is perhaps
somewhat more obvious that the scratter. It is, in fact, a winnowing or early threshing
machine.
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The machine was supplied by R Gibbs, agricultural engineers of Crewkerne. Museum
photographs elsewhere on the internet of identical machines made by the same
manufacturer but supplied by different agents show an identical signwritng style,
suggesting that for the sake of uniformity of the product, such embellishments were
added by the manufacturer prior to delivery to the agent.
The manufacturer of the machine
was J Bakers of Wisbech,
Cambridgeshire. Like Albert Day
of Wedmore, the manufacturer
of the Moorlands scratter, they
were typical of the dozens of
small engineering firms that came
into existence at that time
making
a
wide
range
of
agriculture machinery. Most of
those
companies
eventually
disappeared without trace but
others, like Ransome who make
lawn mowers, are still household
names.
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The remains of a notice stuck to the winnowing machine, although tattered and torn
after more than a hundred years of wear and tear, tells us that J Bakers of Wisbech,
like A Days of Wedmore, were patronised by Queen Victoria and also by her son
‘Bertie', Prince of Wales, later King Edward VII. Since Queen Victoria reigned until he
death in 1901, this particular machine and the scratter were probably manufactured
sometime in the mid- to late-1800s.

The notice makes reference to steam power, so at Moorlands Farm there was probably
a steam engine to power the winnowing machine and perhaps also the scratter, since
there was just one hand wheel found at Moorlands as opposed to two shown in the apple
mill advertisement. Indeed, there is evidence that is more conclusive. When the farm
was sold in 1883, the sales particulars mentioned such an engine. The sales document
still exists and was recently sold. The notes describing the document were as follows
and are reproduced here with the permission of Lesly Aitchison
http://www.localhistory.co.uk/la/index.htm
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Moorlands Farm, Merriott & Crewkerne PARTICULARS OF A VALUABLE
FARM, Consisting of a convenient Dwelling-house and Garden In Merriott, now in the
occupation of the Rev. H.J. Tressider; A Large Farm-Yard with a fixed Eight-HorsePower Engine.... Meadow and Arable Land Situate in the parish of Merriott and partly in
the parish of Crewkerne, containing altogether upwards of 98 Acres. Also 4 Cottages in
Broadway, Merriott, Which will be offered for Sale by Messrs. Maynard At the George
Inn, Crewkerne, On Tuesday, the 17th July. Folio, folded, 7pp, large folding map. Dated
July 6th, 1883.
If you would like to see a winnowing machine in action, click on this video link:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pK2UMbvdjTQ
And don’t forget to visit the cider-making links mentioned earlier on.
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