BOB MILLSON REMEMBERS –
A GLANCE THROUGH A LIFETIME IN BUCKLEBURY

(Taken from Bucklebury PARISH Magazines 1992)

My first experience of committee work was in 1918 as a school boy.  When our popular schoolmaster Mr E. Browne came back to the school after war service, being very keen on sport, his first thought was to get the school cricket and football teams active again.

He contacted other local schools and a league was formed.  It was, speaking from memory, seven schools and we played Friday afternoons and Saturday mornings.  I was elected captain and treasurer, collecting a few pence from the players and anyone else who would help.  The cash was used to buy balls, postage etc.

Mr Bert King, proprietor of the foundry at that time, would take the team away in a large Humber open tourer car.  It would accommodate twelve boys and Mr Browne plus our gear.  The starting handle was on a separate shaft.  To start the engine it had to be turned anti-clockwise.  It was a lovely old car, sad to say Mr King informed me that it finished up on the scrap heap.

There was great excitement at the school when a team was chosen from the league to play a team from the Newbury Schools.  There were two boys from Bucklebury, 
F. WELCH and myself.  It was played on the Newbury Town Ground and we were allowed to use the visitor’s dressing room.  I was chosen to captain the team. I was very nervous when I had to go to the centre of the ground to spin the coin for choice of ends.  There were about six hundred spectators which to me was an enormous gathering.  The Newbury boys, after a good hard game, beat us 4-1.  We were treated to a nice tea at Sewards in the Market Place.  It was a great and wonderful day to remember.

THE FOUNDRY - For several generations the foundry was run by the Hedges family.  Old Mr King, Bert’s father, came to the foundry as a young man and eventually took over the business.  For a good many years it employed a staff of about forty including blacksmiths, pattern makers, moulders, carpenters, wheelwrights, coach builders and painters.  Almost everything that was needed for the home and farm, made of wood or metal, could be made or repaired at the foundry.

All the machines were powered by the waterwheel.  There was a tall chimney at the east end of the building where the many metal castings were made.

On leaving school I took an active part with the Scouts.  Mrs Keer of Hatch Gate was in charge at that time.  Our scout hut was in The Avenue behind the oak trees on the east side of Beenham Road.  The hut is now at Burden’s Heath, Mr Stocker is using it as a workshop.  When Mr Fisher was the owner, it was let to several different tenants as a dwelling.  I also became a member of the junior section of the Fireside Rifle Club.  Mr. Henshall was in charge, I was treasurer collecting a few pence each week from the members to pay for ammunition.  The Rifle Club finished about 1925 through lack of support.  Bob Wells and I were the only two Bucklebury members, the others came from Midgham, Brimpton and Woolhampton.

I was a member of the Fireside Social Club, which was active and popular at that time with about fifty members.  We had a very nice club room built by Mr Sutton when he was the owner of Bucklebury Place.  There were two nice billiard tables.  A lightening handicap tournament was held each Friday evening, billiards, darts and rings were played and usually about forty members were present with refreshments kindly provided by Mrs. Henshall and helpers. 

FOOTBALL – I was a playing member of the Football Club at the age of sixteen and became captain in 1927.  The recreation ground at that time was opposite the shop near the foundry in the village, football nearest the shop and cricket played on the east side of the footpath.

When the Old Vicarage was sold we were requested to move out as the land was required for new houses.  Mr. Bousire of Hawkridge House, a most kind and generous gentleman, came to our rescue.  We have got him to thank, and the Football Club, for the new recreation ground.  He was a good customer and friend of Mr J Blunden who was secretary of the Football Club.  I also knew him quite well.  He invited Mr Blunden and I along to Hawkridge House one evening.  We were very surprised and delighted when he informed us that he had purchased the land next to the Victory Room so that we could continue with the Football Club.  Although he gave it to the Parish for a recreation ground we’ve got to thank Mr Blunden and the Football Club.

Mr Bousire bought the land with the sole idea of keeping the Football Club active.  That was about 1929.  I made, with the help of several players, a new set of goal posts and marked the new ground out.  I remained captain of the club up to 1939 and for about two years after the war.  

I was also a committee member of the Fireside Social Club during the late twenties and thirties.  Our lovely club room slowly disappeared and eventually became a chicken house.  The two billiard tables were given away to someone in Thatcham.  I was a committee member of the Victory Room for about twenty years and my first wife, Jessie, was secretary for two years.

40 YEARS – In 1951 I became a member of the Parish Council serving until now, forty years.  When Mr Bousire gave the Parish the recreation ground there was a meeting, held at the Victory room, to form a management committee to control the new recreation ground.  I was elected on to that committee and was still there when the ground was taken over by the Newbury District Council.  I still represent the Parish Council regarding the ground.  The Cricket Club moved up to The Avenue where we had many enjoyable games.  I was captain from 1929 to 1952 less the war years.  I never managed a century on that ground although I was in the eighties and nineties not out on several occasions. 

Just after the war Mr Hadcock, with Mr & Mrs Waterman and myself, formed a Youth Club.  There was no suitable building so Mr. Hadcock kindly offered the use of part of one of his barns.  I did most of the work adapting it and it became quite a success with a good number of members.  

Mr Hadcock and I were also active with the footpaths of Bucklebury.  He and I, on behalf of the Parish Council, attended most of Bradfield Rural District Council conferences.  There were meetings at Maidenhead, Wokingham, Reading, Streatley, Pangbourne, Newbury and Hungerford.  We even went to a couple of two-day Friday and Saturday meetings at Reading – lunch and tea provided.

I was foolish enough to ‘shut up shop’ for those days but I don’t really regret it.  We usually used the old Standard 14hp, a very comfortable car, and I still have it in my possession.  I never asked for petrol or out of pocket expenses.  Lots of pleasant memories and no regrets.

When the Memorial Hall was erected, I became a member of the committee – and I’m still on it!  There was a Hall on the same site previously for a short period.  My cousin, Alec, was responsible for obtaining the old hall.  It was rather a crude affair.  Alec did his best with the money available and received no thanks.  He assembled most of the building himself.  I helped when I could spare a little time but I was averaging about seventy hours a week doing my best to keep my own little business active.  During the War I took part with the ARP.  Our headquarters was ‘Cornerways’ with Mr. Hobbs in charge.  We all did our term of duty, 9 pm to 6 am.  I was on duty when Mr Green’s house was demolished and I helped rescue his daughter from the rubble.

THRILL – I would like to mention one occasion in my life which gave me a great thrill at the time.  It was 1920, the year I left school, my father was in business with a partner as builders.  My grandfather owned Cherry Tree Cottage and he allowed the partners to use the building (built as a stable and cart shed) for a joiners’ shop.  One day, after a timber merchant’s vehicle had been unloaded the driver was unable to get the engine re-started.  At that period very few people knew or wanted to know anything about mechanical transport.  The only person close by with some knowledge was a schoolboy of thirteen!  When I was sent for, I’d just arrived home from school.

On lifting the bonnet, the problem was obvious – broken mag chain.  The Ford had been converted to mag ignition, a very crude but popular arrangement, because the Ford system was considered over complicated.  This was not so – it was far better than the conversion.  The mag was rotated with a cycle chain arrangement exposed to all the dirt and grit coming through the radiator.  This would run quite dry without a squirt of oil.  I could see the chain was almost rusted through and completely worn out.

I found among my cycle bits a chain, work but still serviceable.  I cut a section to length and fitted it.  The question I was asking myself was ‘could I retime the mag?’
For the past two years with my little bit of pocket money I had been buying the Motor Cycle, a very popular journal known in the trade as ‘The Blue Un’.  I’d learnt how to time up a motor cycle engine but four cylinders was a different story.  I decided to time up the front cylinders and hoped the others would be OK, which was, of course, the correct procedure.  

When I had set it to my satisfaction, I told the driver to try starting the engine.  Little did he know the risk he was taking - it could have broken his wrist or gone up in flames!  After a few pull-ups the engine came to life and was soon running quite nicely.  The driver muttered something about it sounding better than ever and told me to send the account to the firm.  He did not have to worry about a bill.  I was too excited and thrilled to know I had times the engine correctly!

Since 1918 I’ve made a long careful study of mechanical transport and still find the subject interesting.  My father and partner only had a short stay in Bucklebury.  They moved down to Thatcham Broadway on the site now used by Barclays Bank.  Mr Carl Gunter was there previously.  I had served my apprenticeship there and helped build the council house in Park Lane between 1920 and 1921. 

Any old timers reading this, who are familiar with Ford vehicles, will know that the rear hub was located on the shaft with a long taper and key.  I wonder how many know that on the early models, up to about 1911, the hub was a press parallel fit with a pin through the hub and the shaft to take the drive.  It wasn’t a satisfactory arrangement as the pin would sheer at the most inconvenient moment and the vehicle come slowly to a standstill.

I remember my uncle saying that Mr Teddy Martin of Martin & Chillingworth sent him to Lambourne to pick up a trainer and jockey.  On the way back, coming through Shefford, it happened!  With the help and co-operation of a local gentleman who lent him the use of a hammer, hacksaw and handmade blacksmith’s nail, he managed to get back to Newbury.  Old timers will tell you that the vehicles at that time and between the war years were not very reliable.

Speaking from my own experience, that was not true.  My father’s firm in the early twenties was doing maintenance for Morlands, the brewers, and worked at most of their pubs in West and North Berkshire.  They were using an open Ford truck.  I took over the driving in 1924.  Five days a week we travelled from Thatcham with usually five or more workmen to different pubs.  The pubs I remember working at were:  The Wheatsheaf at Chievely, The Stag at Lechampstead, The Harrow at West Ilsley, The Swan at East Ilsley, The Barley Mow or The Load of Mischief at Blewbury, The Red Lion at Compton, The New Inn at Hampstead Norris, The Fox and Cubs at Lilley, The White Horse at Hermitage, The Coach & Horses at Beedon and The Railway Hotel in Newbury.  Additionally, the Ford was often running around during the day to Newbury or Abingdon for materials etc. 

I remember there was a very large deep well at The Fox & Cubs.  Two large buckets were attached to a long rope – one going down as the other came up.  There were two winding handles at each end of the long roller.  It was too heavy for one person to operate.  FromTthe Red Lion I went across the downs over the Ridgeway to Blewbury, a very rough and bumpy ride, but much shorter distance.  I wonder if that track is still open?

We only had one breakdown with the Ford – a side shaft broke at Hermitage.  It could have been my fault for letting the oil level in the back axle get too low.  When the breakdown vehicle arrived, there was only the driver with it.  I was somewhat puzzled and asked the driver how he was going to tow the Ford back without a mate?

“No problem” was the reply, “I’m using a Pass & Co attachment designed and made by the firm”.  It took the driver only a few minutes to clamp a swivel arrangement to the Ford axle and track rod and the tow bar to the breakdown vehicle.  The driver took the workmen and myself back to Thatcham.  From the back of the breakdown, it was interesting to watch the steering of the Ford moving around without a driver.

In addition to work, I managed to find the time for a game of golf once or twice a week during the summer months.  That was during the early thirties.  With two or three friends I used to play at Crookham, Hamstead Marshall, Highclere, the west side of Beacon Hill and Streatley.

It’s difficult to remember Bucklebury as it used to be during my schooldays.  Roundfield was a plot of land without one building.  It was called Roundfield because there was a public road right round it.  Mr Fisher, who used to live where I’m now living, bought Roundfield from the Estate for £200.  The first buildings in Roundfield, in 1920, were the four council houses facing Broad Lane.  The plots for private buildings were one pound per foot frontage.  From the triangle, where I was born and am still living, previous to 1920 there was not one building in sight until you arrived at The Blade Bone, apart from The Three Crowns and cottages.  Broad Lane, Little Lane, Berry’s Road and Long Grove were all open meadow land.  Mr Fisher was the owner of most of it. 

I used to help evenings and holidays with haymaking on most of the plots.  A little before my time, my grandfather had purchased the triangle in 1886.

Strange to say the triangle with the rest of Burden’s Heath was in Thatcham Parish, and after a lot of nagging and endeavour on my part since 1973, it has recently been transferred to Bucklebury.  My grandfather built the four houses in the triangle.  When he retired, he came to live in the East corner.  He named it ‘Mount Pleasant’ a name which became quite popular and the locality became known as Mount Pleasant.  Most of the maps of that period are shown with that name.  Previous to 1920 there were only 2 other houses at Burden’s Heath – Patchways about 1912 and Beech Cottage (then known as Alviston) in 1906.  I used to go over to Alviston when I was a schoolboy for piano tuition, 9d (4p) per lesson, with Mrs. Brown. 

During my 69 years of motoring, St Christopher has been very kind and generous to me; considerably more that half a million mules without one claim against my insurance company.  I’ve used and travelled on all types of vehicles from the smallest two stroke to large six-cylinder diesels.  Motor cycling has always been my favourite pastime.  I was a member of the Newbury Motor Cycle Club between the war years and used to take part in the club’s activities.  In recent years I’ve been a member of the Vintage and Veterans Motor Cycle Club, riding a 1922 350cc AJS in time trials with the helpful and welcome support of my son, David, on the pillion.

I’ve explored many lanes and track in Berkshire, Wiltshire and Hampshire.  By getting off the beaten track on a nice summer’s day, with a good reliable motor cycle, I’ve discovered some very pleasant countryside and lovely views which you could not find or negotiate with a car.  Most enjoyable:

Concerning motor cycles, I would like to record my grateful thanks to the late Mr George Barlow of Hermitage.  I played cricket with George for several seasons, 1922-25.  In 1927 George purchased a lovely new long-stroke Sunbeam, my favourite machine, from Wheelers of Newbury.  Unfortunately for George he had a serious accident when riding the Sunbeam and was in hospital for a long period.  The Sunbeam went back to the works to be reconditioned.  I met George one day and during our conversation I asked him was happening to the sunbeam.  George said it was back at Wheelers looking like new but he didn’t intend riding it again.  It would be in the next Newbury Weekly News for sale at £50.  “But, George”, I said “You’ve only done 6,000 miles and it’s only a year old.  It’s worth more, if only I had the money, I wouldn’t hesitate in buying it”.  George gave me one look and asked how much I’d got.  I told him I could muster about £30.  “Give me the £30” said George “and it’s yours.  You can pay me the balance when you can”.  

I collected the Sunbeam within the next few days.  What a thrill it was – the machine I’d always wanted.  There was an added bonus, it was fitted with an expensive Bonnicksen speedometer.  It took me about five months to pay the balance to George but he never complained.  Thank you again, George, for your generous consideration.

The Sunbeam gave me about five years of very enjoyable and trouble-free motoring.  Fifty pounds doesn’t sound much these days but there was a good selection of new machines available for less that fifty pounds at that time.  George had paid in the region of £100 for the Sunbeam.  Oh, the shame of it, I sold the reliable, faithful, dear old Sunbeam RX257 still in good condition for £9. I wonder if it’s still in existence? 

My next vehicle was an Austin two-seater Swallow, the forerunner of the Jaguar.  What a difference, the old Sunbeam would have sail by the Austin in second gear.  I mustn’t complain about the Austin – it took me to Scotland and back with no problems.  I left Bucklebury one morning at 6 am, with only 3 x 20-minute breaks I arrived in Morpeth (about 15 miles beyond Newcastle) at 7 pm.  That’s 315 miles at about 26 mph on average.  Next morning, I was over the water at Sterling, and after three days cruising around Fyfeshire, I was back across Scotland and down through Glasgow to Liverpool.  The next morning through the tunnel and back to Bucklebury.  Over 11 miles in the week!  Not bad going for a vehicle with a cruising speed of about 35 mph.

Sadly, I’m not now capable of the various maintenance jobs which I used to enjoy doing around the Parish, both for the Parish Council and the Memorial Hall – and earlier at the Victory Room – so I’ve decided to call it a day.

It’s nice to know my son, Arthur, is now a member of the Parish Council.  He’s been a great help to me with the footpaths for several years and has a good working knowledge of all the Bucklebury footpaths that are worth knowing.  Arthur also helped me to replace the lost plaque on the old Oak Tree (The Coronation Oak) at Vanners, after I had cleaned and painted it.

There were three waterwheels in regular use at Bucklebury when I was at school.  One at River Barn on the Hampstead Norreys Road, one at the Foundry and one at what is now called Black Barn.  The correct name is Mill Barn, not Black Barn.  It used to be a very attractive thatched barn, but sad to say the thatch was removed and replaced with while asbestos sheets.  It was such an obvious eyesore that it was camouflaged with a coat of tar.  The barn in the village at Mrs Findlater’s, sad to say, received the same treatment. 

RECORD – Seventy-three years of committee work in one Parish is probably a record.  I don’t regret one day of it.  During that long period, I have met many interesting and knowledgeable people.  Being in their company I have learned a great deal I would otherwise not have known. 

In conclusion, I would like to wish the present and future committee members in the Parish all the very best, and not major problems.  
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Bob was born 4 September 1906 son of Arthur & Lizzie and the youngest of four children. 
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