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Growing up on a farm
“I started farming when I was 15 in 1958, I milked the cows with a bucket that we carried 
around and we had to empty out the milk between each milking. On a typical day I worked 
from 6 in the morning until 6 at night (in the winter) and then until it got dark in the summer.”

“When the Estate sold land in Witham Friary in the 1950s to pay death taxes, my grandparents and uncle bought 
their farms there, but we remained tenant farmers in Maiden Bradley. My parents made a living on just 72 acres. 
Then, in 1961, my parents were offered Kate’s Bench as tenants, and we moved there from High Street. We also 
farmed Dangells as a family. In 1963, we were offered the tenancy at Priory Farm and I moved there when Diana 
and I got married in 1966. Diana was from Trudoxhill and we met at Frome Young Farmers Club.”

The dairy herd
“Our family started off with about 30 dairy shorthorn cows, then we had Ayrshires, and later, Holstein Friesians because they produced more milk. A cow has 
to be more productive these days – in the past, a cow that produced 4,500 litres a year was considered productive; now they’re expected to produce at least 
9,000 litres a year. That’s all possible because they eat better food all year round. In the past, we relied on hay and that in turn, depended on the weather, so 
you might have less food or worse quality food one year. Now we feed the cows on maize and sileage, which is less reliant on the weather and more nutritious.”

Less labour, more machines
“When business improved in Frome, they took labour away from the farms because the wages were 
higher – you could earn 1.5 times more at the plastics factory than as a farm labourer. But also, farm-
ing was becoming more about machines.”

“The arrival of the combine harvester had a big impact. Before, we used a horse and binder, or a tractor 
and binder, to harvest the grain and then piled it in stooks to dry. Then it was put in a rick to dry it further. 
So it was handled at least three times before it was threshed. When the combine harvester arrived in the 
late 1950s, it did all this work.”

“We get bailers in now to bail up the hay – before it was all swept up to a rick and in small bails which 
we had to lift. But now they are massive so it needs a machine.”

Derek’s parents in the 1960s



Farms are bigger
“I think you need bigger farms today to survive. My parents could make a decent living with just 72 acres back then, but now it 
is hard even with 300. My parents had 72 acres, but now Richard [brother] and Jeffery [nephew] farm 350 acres at Dangells, and 
Graham [son] has 350 acres at Priory Farm. Farms had to get bigger to be viable.”

Keeping cows healthy
“TB is now a problem - we were clear of it from 1950 to 1995, but now it is back. Obviously, you can’t sell your cattle until they are 
clear. And that means no income.”

“We were lucky during foot and mouth and there was no slaughter here. In 1958, Perry Farm had some foot and mouth and they slaughtered about 70 cows, 
and then 20 cows at Baycliffe dairy. We had to leave our heifers in the field by the pub as we weren’t allowed to bring them home.”

Losing your dairy herd
“In 2009, I had to sell my dairy cows. We decided to concentrate on beef and cereals… It was a very hard decision… very hard. I had a breakdown. I had to go 
to hospital.”

Some things don’t change
“The rhythm of life is the same when you manage cattle – they still need to be fed, watered, looked after.”

“The weather still affects us – we know more about what will happen because of TV and all the Apps, but it still rains!”

What will happen in the future?
“Perhaps in the future, we’ll have driverless tractors. They are already incredibly accurate because of GPS. There’ll be bigger and more efficient machines 
doing the same jobs, and they’ll be more expensive.”

“Also, I think the tradition of passing farms down the family is probably going to change, moving from succession tenancies to farm business tenancies. 
Changing the connection to land.”

Busy village life
“The village was very different. There used to be a village post office and telephone exchange at the Locksmiths. Waltons of Mere ran the General Store at 
The Manor House, and there was a bakehouse where the last community shop was based. The school had two classes with about 20+ children in each class. 
Opposite the school was the blacksmith shop run by Edgar Howell.”

“There were only about a dozen cars in the village, mainly owned by the farmers. There was a bus company run by Basil Leather, taken over by Donald Newbury 
in 1960 and continued until 1998, run by Len and Sylvia Cooper, when they retired. Maurice and Len Newbury ran a vehicle repair garage from what is now Dean 
Press and they served petrol from a pump by the Locksmiths.”



“The pub back then was run by 
the Barnes family. There was 
also a petrol pump, presumably 
installed by the Estate or BP as 
they sold BP petrol whereas the 
Newbury brothers sold Shell.”

Derek on his Fordson Major

“Most of the villagers either worked on the Estate or on the farms. There 
were probably 20 Estate employees and about 30 or more farmers and farm 
workers. The Estate yard was where the disused Sydenham’s timber store is 
located. They had an operational sawmill, and a carpenters.”

“The village hall was also owned and maintained by the Estate before it was 
gifted to the village in 1956. The Knapp was unfenced as the iron railings 
around it were taken to make munitions for the second world war.”

“The bus shelter was built around the time of the Queen’s accession by volunteers, 
mostly masons and carpenters who lived in the village, all estate employees. All the 
bricks were second hand and came from the ruins of cottages at the Mill below Mill 
Pond, by Priory Farm.”
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