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NEWSLETTER NO. 7 - Jun 2005 

Those with good eyesight will have noticed below the “I” in “HISTORY” an intact white post-mill.  This was on the high point 
above Riseden and is described in ‘The Windmills of Sussex’ [Martin Brunnarius: Phillimore 1979 p106] 

Remains of a White Post-mill with Tailpole and Talthur: 

In the garden of the mill-house at Riseden, a High Weald village in the north-east of the county, we find this remain.   Here, 

until 1910, stood a white post-mill with a tailpole and talthur†.  This was latterly equipped with two pairs of stones driven by 
four patent sweeps. 

First shown on Greenwood's map of Sussex dated 1823/4, this is traditionally thought to have been brought here from 
Bestbeech Hill where it appeared on Gardener's map dated 1795.   But, although a mill at 'Bestbridge' Hill is mentioned in the 
1801 Defence Schedule, no mill is shown at either Bestbeech or Riseden on the 1813 Ordnance Survey map.  The first 
reference to a windmill at the present site appears in the Sussex Weekly Advertiser dated 12 March 1821, and reads: 'To be 
sold by private contract, a substantial windmill with machinery complete, situated at Riseden near Best Beech Hill'.  Millers 
included N. and J. Packham, 1839; T. Martin, 1851-1874; and then George White until the mill ceased working for a time 

around 1890.   During Mr. White's tenancy, the mill was converted from two spring and two common sweeps to all patents.  
The house and mill were taken on by the local vicar, the Reverend Roberts, who hired the mill to a Mr. Harry Wallis for a time.  
By 1910, Riseden mill had become idle and weakened to the point where it collapsed without warning on a still day.  The 

trestle stood, still supported by the roundhouse for some 60 years, until this also fell.   A cross tree apparently broke away at 
a pier and brought the post down across the roundhouse wall, which crumbled beneath the weight.   Today, the top half of 
the post, which was subsequently sawn off, stands in Mr. Overton's colourful garden and still exhibits the thrust-ring which 
once bore the weight of this windmill.”  See page  4 for more about the millers. 

†To keep the mill into wind and prevent it becoming tail-winded, the whole body is moved around the post.  The procedure is called winding 
[the ‘i’ in winding is pronounced as in ‘win’] the mill.  In post-mills, winding is via a tailpole or fantackle.  The method varies now, but originally 
this was always effected by hand.  The steps can be raised from the ground by a lever known as a talthur, thus allowing the miller to push 
the mill round. 
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Meeting Schedule for 2005 

Commemoration Hall—19:30 for 20:00 

The Committee 

Wed 6 Jul 
 
Wed 28 Sep 
 
Wed 2 Nov 
 
Wed 7 Dec 

Joss Leclercq:   
Military Aviation in Northern France  
Ron Lewis: 
My life as an Evacuee 
Heather Woodward: 
Nelson: the Myths and the Truths 
AGM - members’ talks and social 

The talk on July 6 marks the start of Wadhurst’s celebra-
tions to mark the 60th anniversary of the end of World War 
II and the 90th anniversary of the Battle of Aubers Ridge; 
Joss Leclercq comes from Aubers and is a world expert on 
his subject; he has been responsible for the location and 

identification of several WW II aircraft and for erecting me-
morials to their pilots.  He will be talking in English in case 
anyone was worried! 

Forthcoming Events 
Mad Jack Fuller—Sunday 31 July at 14:00: to follow up 
our successful evening with Geoff Hutchinson, the Wadhurst 
Footpaths Society has now scheduled a circular walk at 
Brightling which takes in all the follies erected by Mad Jack  
in that area.  Walkers gather at the car park behind the One 
Stop Shop in Wadhurst High Street when lifts to the starting 
point are arranged.  Our members will be most welcome. 

SUMMER BARBECUE—Sunday 7 August 12:30 by kind 
invitation from Malcolm and Marion Williams at Walland.  
Tickets £8—to include barbecue and a first drink—available 
from Rachel Ring [783 455] or any committee member.  
There will also be a raffle and produce stall—cakes, jams, 

vegetables: offers to Rachel.  Volunteers to assist on the 
day with organisation and  on Saturday 6 August needed.  

Notes on Society Meetings 

Wed 2 March:  It was truly an evening for the 'anoraks' 
who made their wintry way to hear Neil Rose tell us the 
history of the railway through Wadhurst.  Those who 
'chickened out' missed a fascinating account, supported 

with some excellent slides projected on our new mini 
cinema size screen. 

Neil’s research project started back in the ‘70s and in '82 
he produced a paper for a University of Sussex Local 
History Research Group and had published an explanation 
for the narrow tunnels on the Hastings line.  He admits to 
losing interest post electrification but the Society had 

rekindled his researches. 

He gave us an excellent account of the development of 
the railways from the 1830s onwards which started with a 
veritable nation-wide mania in building railways, fuelled by 

speculators and contractors all competing to get their 
share of this burgeoning new industry.  Numerous railway 
companies were spawned each taking on the 
development of separate lines—hence the early creation 
of the Dover and Brighton Companies, the former 
becoming the South Eastern Railway.  By the early 1840s 
lines to Brighton and Dover were built and open.  

Although a branch to Tunbridge Wells had been first 

mooted as early as 1836, it was not until 1845 that a line 
to the Spa town was completed.  However, it was 
destined to remain a terminus for a further 6 years before 
problems and disputes between rival railway companies 
and the engineering difficulties of building a direct line 

from Tonbridge through to Hastings, taking in Wadhurst 
as an intermediate station, were overcome.  On opening, 
the route to London was via Redhill, with a reversal at 
Tonbridge; the route that we now know via Sevenoaks 
was not opened until 1868. 

Wadhurst got its first intimation of its future as a railway 
town in 1845 when survey teams came to produce plans; 

these Neil was to show us.  Today the surrounding 
countryside is much the same and was readily recognised 

by many of us.  It was interesting to note that the Station 
Road of today existed before the Station was built, albeit 
somewhat narrower.  Royal Assent was given to the new 
line in 1846 and a labour force of some 1,000 to 1,200 
was mustered from far and near.  Many were sons of local 
agricultural labourers, as shown in the 1851 census which 
was produced shortly before the line was completed.  

Their pay was about £1 a week and much beer was drunk 
and much roughhousing went on in the many ale houses 
around the town.  An outbreak of 3 cases of cholera was 

reported—two of whom died, the third finally recovering 
after imbibing a bottle of brandy!  Work was pretty 
gruelling with little or no mechanisation—pick and shovel 
were the order of the day and today's health and safety at 

work unheard of, resulting in 4 deaths in 1848.  The 
Greyhound was the chosen venue for the inquests. 

The terrain around Wadhurst was difficult to work and the 
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CHATHAM DOCKYARD 

Our second visit will be to Chatham Dockyard on Saturday 1 
October, leaving at 09:00.  After coffee/tea, we have a 1½ 

hour conducted tour  ‘In the Footsteps of Nelson’; this will 
set the background for our meeting on 2 Nov when Heather 
Woodward will be talking about Nelson.  After lunch and 
private exploration, we join the Kingswear Castle for a 
cruise.  We will return to Wadhurst by 18:30.  Cost to in-
clude all of the above is £28 per head.  Names and money 
required by 15 July.   RR 
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tunnel was to be the longest of the line at 1205 yards 

taking 3 years to complete, with Wadhurst Station sitting 
at the highest point on the line.  It was fascinating to see 
photographs of Wadhurst Station without its footbridge 
but still very much the station of today if one ignores the 

signals, signal boxes and rather attractive gas lamps.  The 
platforms were staggered as they still are and the Station 
House, the plans and photographs of which Neil showed 
us, still very recognisable. 

In 1852 the Station was manned by 4: the Station 
Master, an Inspector of Gates for the line and 2 Porters.  
The daily service consisted of 3 trains each way, the 
journey Wadhurst - London taking 2 hours.  Fares were 

12/11d  1st Class; 9/5d  3rd Class.  Whilst these fares 

were significant sums, it was not surprising—and today 
rather amusing— that when the line was inaugurated, the 
London press in extolling the beauty of the new journey 
through the countryside of East Sussex suggested it 
would not be long before the wealthy of London would 
soon make it their home. 

The new line had its teething problems largely due to 
faulty and below-specification workmanship which 
necessitated the relining of tunnels and the speed of trains 

had to be reduced due to inadequate ballast on the lines.  
We refrained from making comparisons with today 

although sniggers were clearly audible when a reference 
was made to average delays of 16¼ mins in journey 
times in 1878. 

However the impact of the new railway on Wadhurst and 
other stations on the line was remarkable in that it 
enabled the townsfolk to travel more widely and at speeds 
that they had never envisaged; goods and services flowed 

in and out of the town at significantly reduced prices and 
people were able to travel to work across a much wider 
area.  These benefits were only too well illustrated from 
photographs of the commercial activities taking place in 
the Station yard and the platform packed with men (and 

just 14 women) off on a jolly we know not where! 

It was a most enjoyable step back into a not too distant 
past for all of us and an opportunity fully taken for those 
present to question an authority on what is clearly his 

favourite and well researched subject.         Brian Wheeler 

 

Wed 6 April: The change of talk from ‘Smugglers’ to ‘The 
Saxon Foreshore’ saved the audience from my rendition of 
Kipling’s Smugglers!  Chris Wade offered us a fascinating 
glimpse of the Kent coast line from Gravesend to Reculver; 
another lecture is needed to end the walk at Rye in Sussex. 

The path follows the one the Romans used to patrol the 
coastline against marauding Saxons with forts at Reculver, 
Richborough, Dover and Lympne. 

The talk covered many subjects from History, the burial of 
Pocahontas at Gravesend, to the pyramid and Whittington 
Stone at Upnor which showed how far the Port of London’s 
authority reached.  The Dutch, in the Second Dutch War, 
sailed up the Medway and stole King Charles II’s flagship 
“The Royal Sovereign”.  It is said that without Medway 

sailors the Dutch would not have succeeded.  Dickens 
cropped up especially at Rochester which also has a splen-

did Norman castle.  Smuggling crept in when CW men-
tioned the North Kent gang who were pursued by a certain 
James Bond!  Possibly the finest gems are the Abbey of St 
Stephen at Faversham, destroyed by Henry VIII in his 

English Reformation, and the Roman fort at Reculver. 

The sea plays its part with the oyster industry based at 
Whitstable; here the Oyster Company, rather than the 

Wed 27 April: ‘Food, Drink and Table Manners’.  Paul Clark 
began his story in AD.1200 in the reign of King John.  There 

were basically two classes: Peasants and  Knights. 

The Peasants – scraping along on cereals, vegeta-
bles, cheese and an occasional piece of pig meat. 

Cereals included Rye, which if badly stored would de-

velop the Ergot fungus which would bring on symp-
toms of madness (sometimes whole villages would be 
affected). 

The pig was the cottagers’ easily kept animal; when 
one was killed a number of people would partake since 
raw meat storage was difficult. 
For the peasants, the 14C. saw widespread starvation 

across N. Europe. 

The Knights – Meat, fish and various birds featured 
strongly in their diet. 

Main meal of the day was 12 noon on tables erected in 
the main hall (trestles and boards). 
Seating was one side of the table only and in strict 

order of importance. The salt cellar marked the divi-
sion line between those of some standing and the low-

er classes who ate humble pie (Umbles were chitter-
lings, chaps and liver and lights etc). 
Forks weren’t invented and instead they used a slice of 
bread (a trencher) to carry the food cut with a knife to 
their mouth but they did not eat the bread which was 

generally handed down to the peasants after the meal. 
It was generally a three course meal each being a 
jumble of various dishes which was cleared away after 
each course (impolite to ask for a dish once it was 
cleared away) the last course being nuts, fruit and 
sweet puddings etc (the “dessert” coming from desert-
ed = cleared away). 

Drink was light beer (they fermented a wide range of 
cereals/fruits) and cider. 

AD. 1600 the middle class appears. 
In terms of food the peasants were still on their poor 
diet. 
There was a new invention—the Plate. This was wood 

or pewter and rectangular in shape (hence a good 
square meal).  Forks made their appearance. 
Importing of food started properly with increases in 
spices and sugar from America.  Potatoes were consid-
ered suitable for peasants and cattle. 

Turkeys were a new arrival and became the principal 
festive roast (not herons and swans) Pepys had a din-

ner party in 1660 with a turkey which cost him a for-
tune of 30 shillings. 
In 1700 Turkeys cost only 2 shillings and 6 pence 
(today – 12p) equivalent to a monthly wage - as la-
bourers earned 1d (penny) per day. 

Crown, has rights over the foreshore.  Thames and Kent 

barges are repaired up and down the coast as well as the 
mooring of more modern yachts. 

The arrival of the railway at Gravesend saw the redundant 
Medway canal tunnels used to carry the track under the 
surrounding hills.  This canal built to protect shipping during 
the Napoleonic Wars was only finished when the wars were 
over!  

As the traffic roars past on the M2 a different world exists 
along the pathway.  It seems as though the life has stood 
still.  The bird life is plentiful, the scenery is charming, and 
there is much to be explored.  I for one look forward to 
visiting this varied and tranquil landscape.         John Breeze 
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AD 1650 

The time of the main meal was starting to change, 
moving over the next 200 years from 1 pm to 5 pm 
and on into the evening as it is today. Also sitting on 
both sides of a table became the norm as it was easier 

to talk to more people (and avoid the bore ) – as it is 
today. 
Also about this time the hot drink made its appearance 
– tea, coffee, tar water etc.  Tea especially took off and 
also coffee houses where business was conducted. 

AD 1675  
Wine not only came in wooden barrels but was starting 

to be bottled with wooden corks. 

AD1700 
Cheap Gin started to be imported from Holland. It was 
so successful it created a social problem and the popu-
lation actually decreased. The Gin Act encouraged a 
move towards drinking beers.  

AD 1750 

The saucer came in and was used to drink tea from. 
Also tea became one of the main staples of smuggling 
being light in weight and high in tax. 

AD 1850 
There was a water problem in big towns–sewers and 

water pipes were being built but in 1858 the hot sum-
mer caused the smell of raw sewage to close Parlia-

ment (The Great Stink). 
The Victorian era (1870) had a colossal alcohol prob-
lem since it was also used as a pain killer - as well as 
opium – and there were a lot of aches and pains. Cook 
books frequently had large sections in them dealing 
with medical matters and offering home remedies 

(sticky blood could be cured with mouse dung + sug-
ar).  Medical science really coming in the last 100 
years. 

AD 1900 

The course at dinner became a single dish (not the 
jumble of earlier years) hence 7 courses were not unu-
sual. In 1900, Chatsworth House was reported as hav-

ing only 16 guests and 7 courses for Dinner (quite 
small). However, the poor were not much better off 
than the old peasants and rarely had meat. 
This period was the start of the healthy eating we see 
today. 

ETIQUETTE 
1740 –1890   A strange mix of hands on table – spit-

toons - bord de lieu behind a screen. Manners become 
fussy to downright complex with vast books written on 

the subject.  Michael Kent 
 

Visit to Lewes: Sat 14 May. 36 intrepid members and 
friends set off in unpromising weather for a full day in Lew-

es.  First stop Anne of Cleves House and Southover High 
Street—splitting into two groups.  The house was never 
occupied by Anne and has been virtually rebuilt by the Sus-
sex Archaeological Society [SAS] to reflect what it might 
have been like in the 16th century with furniture in character.  
The collection of Wealden iron was also of considerable in-
terest—as was the museum of Victoriana including a good 

selection of children’s toys.  Southover High Street is an 

interesting example of urban development with a ‘posh’ 
terrace of gentry houses in Priory Crescent and artisan cot-
tages along the street; St John’s church also had points of 
interest, including the bones and tomb cover of Gundrada, 
wife of William de  Warenne, founder of Lewes Priory.  The 
second group found the weather a bit too much and spent 

more time having coffee in the gardens of Southover 

The Millers of Riseden 
The census returns for the Wadhurst enumeration district 
enable us to track the names and families of those working 
the Riseden mill. 

 The 1841 Census has William PACKHAM as a miller aged 
35 at Riseden Mill, with his wife Harriot [30], his children 
Ann [15], Ellen [10], William [8] and Harriot [5] with one 
servant Isaac WALLIS [30]; at the Riseden Beer Shop John 
SWIFT [57] was also a journeyman miller.   

In 1851 Thomas MARTIN [27—born in Salehurst] was the 
master miller with his wife Ruth [24—a local girl] and Amos 
WALLIS [21—a Wadhurst man] a journeyman miller.  
Thomas MARTIN was still the miller at Mill House in 1851, 
with his wife and three children: Joseph [9], Sarah [5] and 

Ruth [1]; Mary WEEKLY [26] was their servant.   

By 1871 the miller was George WHITE [26—born in Rother-
field]  employing 2 men; his wife Jane [28– from Mayfield] 
and his son George W [7 mths—born in Burwash], his 

mother Charlotte [61—Wadhurst], his wife’s sister Sarah E 
VIDLER [12—Ticehurst] and Walter HUMPHRY [18—born in 
East Grinstead] servant.  His employees probably included, 
at 1 Mill Cottages, Henry HOLLANDS [28—a Ticehurst man] 
miller loader.  George WHITE was still the miller in 1881: he 
now had four more children—Charles [9], Jane [7],  Emily 
[3] and Fanny [5 mths] all born in Wadhurst; as was Mercy 

SMITH [14] their servant.  Living in Mill Cottage, [Riseden] 

George KENNARD [48—born in Beddingham] was the corn 
miller grinder; his wife Barbara [52 from Lingfield] had sons 
Ephraim [23] and Alfred [20] both agricultural labourers 
born in West Tarring, Horace [15—Ag Lab] born in Daring-
ton] as were  his younger brothers Edwin [13] and Fredrick 
[9] and sister Alice [11] - all scholars. 

In 1891 George WHITE was still the miller, joined by his son 
George [20], his wife and three daughters at home; son 
Charles [19] seems to have left the parish.   

By 1901 the occupants of The Mill House [Riseden] were 
John BOOTH [38—Shropshire]] a gardener and his family: 
Mary his wife [42—Hants] and children Annie [14], Albert 

[11], George [9], Raymond [7], Frances [5], Alice [3] and 
Lilian [1]  all born in Tunbridge Wells.   

The 1901 census has no miller at Riseden.  William WALLIS 
[36] was a gardener living in No 2 Mill Cottage [Riseden] - 
was he the Harry WALLIS mentioned on p.1 as a tenant 
miller?  Or was the miller Harry WALLIS [44] the bricklayer 
living in Sparrows Green? 

Grange than in exploring the neighbourhood!  We then had 

a private tour of Lewes Priory remains, conducted by our 
chairman—providing an interesting contrast with Bayham 
Abbey.  Founded about 1145, but not completed for more 
than 100 years, the priory boasted over 100 monks and a 

Great Church, longer than Chichester cathedral but now no 
more than a few traces in a derelict market garden.  The 
coming of the railway split the site in two and only parts of 
the living accommodation remain—but enough to give a feel 
for the scale of the original buildings.  After a lunch break, 
we again split into two groups to tour the castle and barbi-
can, and Barbican House the headquarters of the SAS—

where thought had been given to putting out material in 

their collections about Wadhurst; the castle tour benefited 
from a highly entertaining and informative guide!        MJH 

Our castle guide also runs walking tours of Lewes every 
Wednesday—details from Barbican House [01273 486 290] 

or the Lewes Tourist Information Office [01273 4834 48] 
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Almost as soon as James Stevens had descended the steps 
to the cells there was a flurry of activity; the newspapers 
were hot off the press with the news of the verdict. 

The ‘Daily Mail’ ran a campaign on James Stevens’ behalf.  
And the ‘Daily Chronicle’ in a special article wrote - 

“One of the first acts of Mr Herbert Gladstone’s rule at the 
Home Office has taken the shape of a rather sensational 
interference in a criminal trial, of which more will very prob-

ably be heard. 

Will there ever be a criminal court of appeal? Such a salu-
tary addition to our judicial administration; is it too much to 
ask that an innocent man may at least have the benefit of 

the Scotch verdict.    Stevens is either guilty, or he is inno-
cent.  If he is guilty The Home Secretary has no business to 
interfere, there is no room for clemency in such a murder as 
this.  If he is innocent, penal servitude for life is but the 
commission of another crime - a crime worse than that for 
which it is now the prescribed punishment.”  In reviewing 
the evidence the ‘Chronicle’ adds: “Accepting the prosecu-

tion’s own story that Stevens, a consummate actor - on 

their showing a cool, level headed man - and a man of terri-
ble nerves - and yet fool enough, after disposing of every 
other trace of guilt, to leave the basin and towel behind.” 

Letters Home 

The following letters which were received by James Stevens’ 
relatives, and which are reproduced literally, are mostly 
devoted to protestations of innocence :- 

Dear Aunt - I am very glad pleasure in writing these few 
lines in answer to your kind and loving letter I received on 
Sunday, hoping it will find you quite well, as it leaves me  

fairly at present.  I feel as if my heart will break before long.  
Dear Aunt, send my love to Rhoda and William, and also the 

children, Francis, and also to sister Elizabeth and cousin 
Nellie.  My dear Aunt, I am put in this place entirely wrong-
fully, as God knows I am an inniceont man, charged with 
some other villains cruel crime, which as taken my dear 
mother from me forever on this earth, as God our heavenly 
father, knows I have never hurt a hair on my dear mothers 
head, and can by the grace of God, say I am entirely innice-

ont dear Aunt, and shall be very glad to get realesed out 
from this place which I am put entirely wrongfully with this 
awful charge preferred against me, in which I am entirely 

innicent of.  Thank God I have the pleasure to say with a 
good heart I am an inniceont man, and that is the truth and 
nothing but the truth, which God knows I am an inniceont 
man put away entirely wrongfully for some other mans 

crime entirely not yet found.  I think this is all I have to say 
this time - I remain your ever loving cousin and brother,  
James Stevens, and an inniceont man. 

God this is the truth, nothing else but the truth, which I, am 

glad I can say with a clean heart, not guilty God alone can 
save his people when the hand of flesh doth fall, but Gods 
strength never fails, praise God - James Stevens. 

Give this letter to Aunt Charity pleas William as I have ad-

dressed wrong, I meant the adress for her.  Lewes Prison.  
January 8th 1906. 

Dear Friends  - write these few lines hoping that they will 
find you all much better than you were last time. Dear 
Friends, it leaves me very much upset, and nigh broken 

hearted, as I am put in this awful position, as I am perfectly 
inniceont.  Dear Friends, I can truthfully take my gracious 

King and country’s oath that they have condemned a per-
fectly inniceont man’s life away, and may my, our most 
gracious and mercifuly King and country have mercy on me, 
a poor inniceont son [man], which God alone only knows 
that I am wrongfuly condemned, and may our most gra-

cious and glorious King and country have mercy, I pray, and 
save [spare] my inniceont life, which is cruley and wrongfuly 
condemned.  Dear Friends, this is the truth that I have writ-
ten, and told you all along, and can again have the pleasure 

of telling you once again, with a clean heart and clear 
conecience that I am a perfectly [inncocent] man, so I think 
this is all I have to say at this time.- I remain your ever lov-

ing friend, James Stevens. Lewes Prison February 28th 1906 

Letters were being sent to the Home Secretary. 

The Vicar of Wadhurst [Rev. G. G. Maclean], wrote  

“The Vicarage Wadhurst    3rd March 1906 

“Dear Sir - As the Vicar of Wadhurst, I have necessarily 

been especially interested in the case of James Stevens, and 
cannot but feel greatly distressed at the result of the trial, 

[which from the fact that the evidence was purely circum-
stantial], surprised many others more competent than my-
self to form an opinion as to the prisoner’s guilt.  I am sure 
that I am voicing the feeling of everyone who has given any 

thought to the matter, in expressing a most earnest hope 
that the sentence may be commuted to that for manslaugh-
ter, partly because there is no reason to think that the mur-
der was premeditated, and partly because James Stevens is 
so young.  Without presuming to pass any criticism on the 
verdict of the jury, I most sincerely trust that Stevens’ life 
may be spared, so that he may receive the benefit of such 

instruction, and such good influences, as may be brought to 

bear on him during a period of imprisonment.    

“I remain Dear Sir 
“Yours faithfully,  GEO. G. MACLEAN.” 

A Juror’s Letter 

The following is a copy of the statement which the juror has 
signed for the consideration of the Home Secretary: - “I was 

a member of the jury who heard the case of James Ste-
vens, who was indicted for murder at Lewes assizes. 
Throughout the whole of the evidence and the judge’s sum-
ming up, I and several others of the jury had considerable 
doubt whether prisoner committed the murder.  I have 

since the verdict most carefully and anxiously thought over 

the evidence that was brought before the court, and I have 
come to the conclusion that it is exceedingly doubtful as to 
whether the prisoner committed the crime.  I think you will 
appreciate my feelings in the matter, for I feel that if the 
prisoner is hanged that I, with the other jurors, shall to a 
certain extent be responsible for an error of judgment, and I 
would most anxiously ask you to consider the whole of the 

facts, with a view to quashing the conviction.  I, this morn-
ing, consulted my solicitor upon the matter, and acting on 
his advice I then, for the first time, communicated with Mr. 
Gower, the solicitor for the defence, and I am now writing, 

as I think it is my bounden duty to do so.” March 9th 1906 

A Fruitless Visit. 

On Saturday morning Mrs Laurence of Hervey Street. Tun-
bridge Wells, a sister of Stevens, visited Lewes for the pur-
pose of seeing him for what she thought would be a last 

occasion.  She informed a “Courier” representative that the 
Rev. D. J. Strather Hunt paid her travelling expenses to 

James Stevens  - continued by Rosemary Peeling from where we left off 
“James Stevens was duly condemned to  death by hanging on Tuesday March 6th 1906 …….
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Lewes, but on her arrival at the prison she was refused per-

mission to see her brother, to whom the news of the re-
prieve had just been communicated.  No reason was as-
signed for the refusal, but it is presumed that having been 
reprieved Stevens was regarded as an ordinary convict, 

without the privileges that are usually granted to the occu-
pant of the condemned cell. 

The Good News  

Following is the official letter communicated to various per-
sons interested, conveying the good news of the reprieve :- 

“ Whitehall 2nd March 1906. 

“ Sir -  With reference to your letter ofcharged with 10 mis-

demeanour offences, and 4 felony offences 28th ultimo on 
behalf of James Stevens, who is lying under sentence of 
death in Lewes prison, I am directed to acquaint you that 
the Secretary of State has felt warranted under all the cir-
cumstances in advising his Majesty to respite the capital 

sentence with a view to its commutation to penal servitude 
for life. 

“ I am, sir, 
“ Your obedient servant,      C.R. TROUP “ 

Mr Courthope’s action 

We understand that Mr. G. L. Courthope, MP., personally 

interested himself in the case, and he both wrote to and 
interviewed the Home Secretary; Mr Courthope would, if 
necessary, have brought the matter before the House of 
Commons, but the Home Office decision rendered this un-
necessary. 

Mr. G. R. Sims’ Defence 

Mr. Geo. R. Sims, who was largely instrumental in establish-

ing the innocence of Mr Adolf Beck, found guilty of misde-
meanours and felony but later found to be a case of mistak-
en identity, was a journalist who wrote two articles in the 
“Daily Mail” in defence of James Stevens.  After closely re-

viewing the evidence  he proceeds:- 

“The reader will remember that the prosecution fixed the 
murder at 7.30 in the morning, because up to that time 
they had evidence that she was alive, and therefore, 7.30 
was the latest they could argue around in order to fix the 
guilt of the mother’s murder upon the son.  

“They had to suggest in connection with this theory that the 
son accomplished this butchery and binding of his mother, 
removed all traces of the act from his body and clothes, 
disposed of the weapons used—they were not found—and 
walked leisurely to his work in a wood lying 180 yards away 
at the back of the cottage, reaching the spot where his ma-

tes were engaged at about 8 o’clock. 

“Passing over the unsatisfactory way in which this thesis 
was arrived at, we know it as a fact that at eight o‘clock he 
was at work, and that he remained in the sight of his mates 

until midday. 

“The doctor who supplied the medical evidence first saw the 
body of the murdered woman at 1.35.  He said, as the re-
sult of the examination, that “She had been dead from 

three to eight hours.” 

“It is from certain conditions of the body—the stiffness and 

the coldness—that a judgement of this kind is arrived at, 
but the old woman had lost a large quantity of blood.  If 
much blood is lost the extremities become cold more quick-

ly.  Three hours would in this case be much nearer the mark 
than eight, and as the doctor judged from the condition at 
1.30, this would put the probable time of the murder nearer 
ten o’clock than 7.30. 

“Nothing that occurred after 7.45 could involve the accused 

man.  He had an absolutely unassailable alibi from eight 
o’clock to noon. 

“The woman’s boots were still wet at 1.30; she had, there-
fore, walked about on wet ground during a period not suffi-
ciently distant from 1.30 to allow her boots to dry.  This fact 
points almost conclusively to her having been alive much 
later than 7.30. 

“There was a smear of mud on the woman’s stockings just 
below the knee.  This was presumably caused by the mud-
dy boot of the murderer as he knelt on his victim to bind 
her.  The state of the muddy mark on the stocking at 1.30 
was not what it would surely have been if it had been there 

from 7.30.  It showed signs of being much more recent. 

“Everything in the evidence pointed to the probability of the 
murder having been committed later than 7.30.  The only 
scrap of evidence suggested it was earlier than 9.30 was 
that of Mrs Hemsley, who lived in a cottage forty six yards 
distant; Mrs Hemsley was in the habit of passing the Ste-

vens’ cottage at 9.30, and Mrs Stevens, if at home, general-
ly came to the door and spoke to her.  On this occasion 
though the door was open, Mrs Stevens did not come out. 

“But the great point in favour of the accused was that from 

first to last the prosecution could not bring forward one 

scrap of sound evidence  to connect him with the deed. 

“The few spots of blood on the inside of his wristband and 
on the inside of his pocket were the prosecution admitted, 
satisfactorily accounted for.  With regard to the wristband 

stains, the doctor himself said in cross-examination: “The 
scratches [on the prisoner] corresponded in position with  
the shirt marks.”  The pocket stains were proved to have 
been made by the blood of a rabbit, the head of which the 
prisoner had thrust in the pocket in the presence of witness-
es. 

“The window cord with which the poor woman was bound 

differed entirely from any cord found in the cottage. 

“The accused man had razors in the house.  The doctor de-

clared that no weapon found in the house could have inflict-
ed all the wounds on the body: “The wound in the throat 
could not have been caused by the knife blade produced.  
The wound in the chin could not have been caused by the 
razor produced.” 

“The accused and his mother were always on the most 
friendly terms.  The judge on summing up, said to the jury:  
“It was clear that so far as the prisoner’s past went it was 
perfectly clean, and his relationship with his mother was 

satisfactory.” 

“If the couple were on good terms—the loud talking at 7.30 
proved nothing, even if it was the prisoner and his mother, 
for the latter was rather deaf—there was absolutely no mo-
tive for the crime.  The poor woman had not been robbed.  
The accused would not benefit one farthing by her death.  

She was insured, but her legitimate daughter paid the pre-
mium and held the policy.  The accused was a quiet, inof-
fensive, amiable young fellow, quite unlikely to have an at-
tack of homicidal mania or to barbarously butcher a mother 
with whom he was admittedly on the best of terms. 

“His demeanour was consistent with perfect innocence from 

first to last.  Every witness who saw him on the morning of 
the crime before noon stated that he was not in the least 
excited or strange in his manner. 

“But every witness who saw him after noon, when he dis-
covered his mother’s murder, agreed that he was agitated, 
shocked and distressed .   
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“A bloodstained handkerchief lay for everyone to see on the 

floor of the bedroom.  The accused could not have failed to 
see it.   It had undoubtedly been used to wipe one of the 
weapons with which the murder was committed.  If it had 
been the handkerchief of the accused, would he have left 

such a damning evidence against himself lying there when 
he had every opportunity  to remove it? - instead of remov-
ing it, he bought the police into the room where it was lying, 
right in the centre of the doorway.  It was the handkerchief 
the murderer had used.  But it was not the handkerchief of 
the accused.  That was proved. 

“And yet with all this circumstantial evidence in his favour, 
and nothing against him but the suggestion that he had 

been talking rather loudly with his mother at 7.30, the jury 
found him guilty, and the judge as he was bound to do sen-
tenced him to death. 

“The Home Secretary has refused to allow the sentence to 
be carried out, it is to be commuted to penal servitude for 
life.  My own opinion, after a careful study of the evidence, is 
that The Home Secretary will in due course advise that 
James Stevens shall be granted a free pardon. 

“If there is nothing in the evidence to justify the unfortunate 
young fellow being hanged, there is nothing in it to justify 
his being kept in penal servitude. 

“But the mystery of the case remains as impenetrable as 
ever.  There was no apparent motive for the woman’s son 
to murder her, and there was no apparent motive for any-
one else to do so.  A man was seen to walk quickly away 
from the neighbourhood of the cottage by one of the wit-
nesses about eleven o’clock.  Was he the murderer?   If so 

he had concealed himself somewhere until he thought the 
coast was clear.  But he had stolen nothing,  and apparently 
there had been no struggle of any kind in the death cham-
ber. 

“Whoever murdered the poor old woman in her little cottage 

in Pook Pit, Wadhurst on December 11th last, it is certain 
that the Home Office does not believe that it was the young 
man who was to have been hanged yesterday. 

“And as they doubt his guilt we may be sure the Home Of-

fice authorities will order a complete and searching investi-
gation, and at the earliest possible moment restore an inno-
cent man to liberty.” 

On the following day Mr Sims pointed out an omission in his 

article, namely that on the morning of the murder the frost 
did not break up till 9.30.  Therefore, the wet boots and 
mud on the woman’s heels pointed to her having been alive 
after that hour, in which case Stevens could not have been 

the murderer. 

Mr Gower’s Efforts 

Mr R. Vaughan Gower, the solicitor for the defence, who is 
at Eastbourne recuperating from a slight indisposition, has 
been cordially congratulated on all hands for his unremitting 

efforts on behalf of his client.  Mr Gower has literally left 
nothing undone on behalf of the accused.  It was his able 
cross-examination in the preliminary hearing at Mark Cross 
which first weakened the case for the prosecution and the 
defence in which he instructed counsel at the assize trial 
demonstrated that Mr. Gower had handled in a masterly 

manner a case which presented great difficulties.  After the 

conviction Mr. Gower was in constant communication with 
the Home Office, and drew up a précis of the weak points in 
the chain of circumstantial evidence against the condemned 
man.  An illiterate and stolid character was, of course very 
detrimental to his interests.  Mr Gower now hopes to carry 
the case a step further to its logical conclusion, and obtain 

the release of his client, in whose innocence he has believed 

from the first. 

STEVENS’ FUTURE 

Our Lewes representative writes: 

“The ultimate fate of James Stevens still hangs in the bal-

ance, the Home Secretary having at present done no more 
than intimate to the gaol authorities at Lewes that the death 
sentence has been commuted. 

“In the mean time Stevens has been removed from the 
condemned cell, and his two constant attendants have been 

dispensed with; the prisoner now occupying an ordinary 
cell, and receiving the usual prison diet. 

“He was naturally highly delighted to receive news of his 
reprieve, but his conversational powers did not allow him to 

do more than reiterate his protestations of innocence.” 

From The Courier April 13th 1906 

“After all, James Stevens, convicted of the murder of his 

mother at Wadhurst, must serve a life sentence of penal 
servitude. The whole of the facts of the case were laid be-
fore the Home Secretary [Mr. Herbert Gladstone] by Mr. 
Vaughan Gower, with the result that the death sentence 
was reduced to one of penal servitude for life. Since then 
persistent efforts have been made to obtain a free pardon, 

but their failure is shown by the following letter received by 
Mr. Gower this week:- 

……………………………………………… . . .                                          
Sir,- In reply to your letter of the 23rd ultimo respecting the 
case of James Stevens, I am directed by the Secretary of 

State to say that having made further inquiries, and having 
fully consulted the learned judge, he regrets that he cannot  
recommend any further exercise of the Royal Prerogative in 
the prisoner’s favour.        

O.E.Troup”…………………………...                  

----------------------------------------- 

 

The above comes from various newspapers including The 
Courier and The Sussex Express—but despite considerable 
effort, it has not proved possible to determine the ultimate 

fate of James Stevens.  The records of Lewes Prison are not 
to be found in ESRO nor at Kew—so we do not know how 
long he stayed in prison.  No record can be found of his 
death—so we do not know whether he died in gaol or as a 
free man.   So we can only conclude: …….    RP 

Pook Pit Cottage—where it all happened! 
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Note from the Editor 
The September newsletter will be available at the meeting 
on Sep 28.  Articles and material for inclusion should be 
given to any Committee member, or to The Editor at 
Greenman Farm, Wadhurst TN5 6LE or e-mail 
whs@greenman.demon.co.uk by 14 September please. 

 

Visit the Society’s website—www.wadhurst.info/whs 
for updates and reports on what has been achieved by 
Task Groups before the next Newsletter. 

Q & A 
This should be a regular feature of the Newsletter - the 

opportunity to resolve problems that have been bothering 
you for ages: so send in your queries and the answers to 

earlier problems. 
Information Wanted 

Nothing has come to hand for this issue of the newsletter  

Information Received 
And no answers to earlier queries either 

So how about a recipe for Sussex Pond Pudding 

The name of this rich but delicious dessert is thought to 
have originated from the fact that you used a pound of 
every main ingredient.  Most old Sussex puddings were 
cooked in a  cloth, not a basin. 

8 oz self-raising flour 
4 oz fresh white breadcrumbs 
8 oz butcher’s suet grated 
2 level teaspoons salt 
5 tablespoons each of milk and water 

4 oz currants 
6 oz softened butter 
6 oz dark soft brown sugar 

Grated rind of 1 large lemon 

Mix flour, breadcrumbs, suet and salt together and combine 
with water and milk to a soft manageable dough.  Divide 
the mixture into two [two-thirds and one–third] and roll 
each piece into rounds about 2” thick.  Press 2 oz currants 
into the larger round and use to line a 2 pint capacity 
greased pudding basin, currant side down.  Cream the 
butter and sugar together; beat in the lemon rind and the 

remaining currants.  Place in the centre of the pudding.  Top 
with the smaller round of pastry, damp edges and seal well 
together.  Cover with pleated greaseproof paper and kitchen 

foil.  Secure with string and cook for about 2 hours in a 
covered pan of boiling water coming half way up the basin.  
Turn out and serve—should feed 6. 

or Sussex Plum Heavies 

These were said to be carried by the shepherds and woods-
men in their pockets. 

8 oz self-raising flour 
Pinch salt and ground cinnamon 
3 oz lard 
3 oz margarine 
4 oz currants 

2 oz soft brown sugar 
8 tablespoons of milk 
Beaten egg to glaze 

Sift flour, salt and cinnamon into a basin.  Blend the fats 

together and add one quarter to the flour.  Rub fat into 
mixture.  Add currants and sugar and mix to a soft manage-
able consistency with milk.  Knead dough lightly on a floured 
board and roll out into an oblong about 12” by 4”.  Mark the 
dough into three and flake one third of the remaining fat 
over two-thirds of the dough.  Fold and roll to the original 
size.  Repeat twice more until all the fat has been used up.  

Leave to rest in the refrigerator for 1 hr.  Roll dough 4” thick 

and stamp out 2” rounds. Remove 1
/2” round from the 

centre of each.  Put on a lightly greased baking sheet, brush 
with beaten egg and bake at 230OC mark 8 for about 7 
min; then reduce to 190OC mark 5 for a further 5 min.  
Makes about 10—which should be eaten the same day!  

From ‘A Dictionary of the Sussex Dialect’  

Some Sussex Words 
Agarves:  May berries or haws 

Brabagious: adjective of reproach used in quarrel-
some discussions between females 

Chizzly: gritty; harsh and dry under the teeth 

Dumbledore: the humble bee or bumble bee 

Elynge: solitary; far from neighbours; uncanny; 

eerie 

Fluttergrub: a man who takes a delight in working 

about in the dirt, and getting into every possible 
mess 

Gurgise: a fish pool, lake or pond 

Huckle-my-buff: a beverage composed of beer, eggs 
and brandy 

Ix: an axle tree 

January-butter: mud—it is considered lucky to bring 
mud into the house in January 

Knucker: to neigh or whinny 

Liversick: a hangnail on the finger 

Mommick: to cut or carve awkwardly or unevenly 

Niff: to quarrel; to be offended 

Orts: odds and ends; fragments of broken victuals 

Pathery: silly; applied to sheep which have water on 
the brain 

Quotted: satiated; glutted 

Rowens: the later grass which comes after mowing, 
and is frequently left for cattle to eat in the winter 
when it becomes coarse and rough 

Scaddle: wild; mischievious; thievish 

Trig: to place anything behind a wheel to prevent a 
carriage from slipping back on a hill 

Up-a-top-of-the-house: in a rage 

Vlothered: agitated; flustered; moithered 

Wild: the Weald of Sussex is always spoken of as 

The Wild by the people who live in the Downs, who 
by the same rule call the inhabitants of the wealden 
district ‘the wild people’ 

Yetner: not nearly. 

From ‘A Dictionary of the Sussex Dialect’ [Revd W D 
Parish, Vicar of Selmeston: Country Books 2001] 


