Little Mill – AKA – Tuckmill, Watchfield
By Neil Maw
You may be thinking that the title of this mini presentation is a little odd. Most people
interested in local history will have heard of the name Tuckmill but may be puzzled by the
name Little Mill. Over the last year I have carried out extensive archival research on this
subject and have broken the information down into detailed units that are available on the
Shrivenham Heritage Society Website Online Catalogue in the Listing No: N106. Similar
to the other presentations in this series, this one is also designed to be concise but accurate.

The above map shows the exact location of the site. The photo below shows what is there
now; just a bridge over the stream of water that is known as Tuckmill Brook.

The earliest evidence so far discovered is for Edward Fayrethorne (sic) who operated a
Farm and Mill at Watchfield in 1616. But we know that he was there earlier as his son
William was baptised in the local Chapel in 1606. Documents in the Berkshire County
Archive at Reading confirm the location by including a hand drawn map that is instantly
recognisable as to its location.

To give more of an idea what was there, we thank Alec Chambers for this water colour
impression of how the site may have looked. It is necessary to note that the Manor Court
Records for the 17th century name the mill at this location as Little Mill, to distinguish it
from the other mill in the Parish called West Mill. I have found no documentary evidence
to suggest what the Fairthorne family may have called it. Therefore, until more is
discovered we will assume it was called Little Mill Farm.

We know that Thomas Fairthorne inherited Little Mill Farm, Watchfield, in the early years of
the 18th century. He had been left it by his Uncle, Edward Fairthorne, who stipulated in his Will
that his brother’s son Thomas should inherit his lands and property. Thomas and his wife Mary
had three daughters, Sarah, Mary and Anne. Their mother died in September 1735 and their
father Thomas died in June 1741. It was the contents of his Will that would cause a problem
that instigated a case to be brought to the High Court of Chancery in London.

Other small drawings with the files in the archives clearly show the layout of the mill.
Above is a crude attempt by me to show the relationship of the actual mill building to the
miller’s cottage. Local people who may be old enough may well remember the lovely little
cottage that stood there, sadly burned down by vandals in 1972.

The water management was simple in that the bridge going over the main water course
was also a dam. When the panels were put in place to halt the flow of water from the main
course, the rising water level behind the dam formed a pool. The water was then ducted in
by a tunnel under the footway to Shrivenham and onto the Mill Wheel. After it had turned
the wheel it joined the main flow of the Brook further down. When the water levels are
high the mill pond is more apparent as seen by the photo below.

Several 17th century Indentures and Agreements all describe the mill as a ‘Water Corn Grist
Mill.’ The ruling of the High Court of Chancery in 1745 caused the whole of the Fairthorne
Estate that consisted of a Farm House, Farm buildings, the Mill and Mill House, to go in to
the hands of Sir Mark Stuart Pleydell of Coleshill on 5th December 1746 (Later to become
the Radnor Estate). Within the documents that are contained in the bundle noted above,
there is a description of a, ‘Water Grist Mill House erected over the said Mill …’ This confirms
that in 1746 the mill was still equipped to grind corn.

Contained within the document at the Berkshire County Archive Ref No: D/P112/26A
there is a description of an exchange of land between the Radnor Estate at Coleshill and
the Barrington Estate at Beckett, Shrivenham. The document is dated 3rd August 1789 and
forms part of the official Enclosure of Bourton & Watchfield. There is a clause that states,
‘the Earl of Radnor (of Coleshill) gives to Lord Barrington (of Beckett) a Mill House, a Tucking or
Fulling Mill formerly stood, and all that part or parcel of pasture land, formerly the Mill Bank
adjoining the brook.
Tucking or Fulling hammer mechanism

Tucking or Fulling is one and the same process. When raw wool is knitted together to
create a fabric, it still contains natural oils and is bloated. It was discovered that if it was
pounded and the oils removed it created a very versatile and durable fabric. Anciently, the
method of pounding the material was carried out by human feet in tubs of water but as
always, man’s ingenuity invented a mechanical process whereby a wheel driven by the
force of water could pound the material more evenly. Fullers Earth and also Stale Urine
were used during the pounding to neutralise the oils.
The documents mentioned above provide us with the evidence that Little Mill was used as
a Corn Grist Mill from the early 17th century (and possibly earlier) until at least 1746.
Sometime within the period of 1746 to 1789 it was used as a Tucking Mill, and furthermore
the wording, ‘formerly stood’ suggests that at that moment in time it was either no longer
‘Tucking’ or perhaps no longer a working mill. Therefore, it is highly likely that it was only
Tucking for a very short period in its history and that its last known use as a Tucking Mill
is why the name stayed with it for the following two centuries.

I remember this site from my childhood. I spent many happy hours playing around in the
brook at what we used to call Paget’s Bridge after the family of Victor Paget who lived in
the little cottage. As a teenager I even decided that I would one day own that cottage and
garden but that was not to be. Therefore, as a historian I was naturally drawn to research
the history of it, as until now very little was known. I would still like to learn more; for
instance, when did the large house get taken down and the rest of the buildings?
The walk from Watchfield to Shrivenham is a very pleasant route, but care must be taken
when crossing the golf course for obvious reasons. The approach from the Shrivenham side
of the bridge will allow you to walk over the huge stepping-stones shown above, if they
are still visible. They lead to the only remaining structure of this once busy farm and mill,
the stone dam walls that support the bridge. Stop for a while on the bridge and allow your
new knowledge to imagine what had been there for centuries.
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