The Timber Trade in King’s Cliffe
George Miles, the Timber Merchant, 1838 - 1912
The second half of the 19th century was the commercial heyday of King’s Cliffe. One of
the most successful business figures in the village was Mr George Miles, timber merchant,
1838 - 1912.
(William) George Miles was born in Surrey in 1838
and left school at the age of twelve. As his father
was a sawyer, George began to earn a living by
peeling bark off timber trees. He worked with his
father and brothers in the timber yards of Messrs
Langton of Lambeth and moved up to Nassington,
not far from King’s Cliffe, in 1854. He worked there
and at Wansford as a hand sawyer.
In 1858 he married and moved to King’s Cliffe, living
at first in a small, thatched cottage close to the
Willowbrook in Bridge Street. By this time, he was a
master hand-sawyer with his own saw-pit in the field
which was later used as the village cemetery.
George Miles’ fortunes changed in 1866, when he
gained the contract to clear a tract of woodland
belonging to the Marquis of Exeter. This gave him
his start as a timber merchant. The woodland he
cleared was a continuation of the present-day
Bedford Purlieus, running west from the track that
leads to Cross Leys Farm on the Wansford road. He is said to have bought a large
amount of the timber in the Bedford Purlieus, and some ‘red oak giants’ from Rockingham
Forest, for which he paid a ‘fabulous price’ of £200 each. This timber was simply trimmed
and shipped to America, where it was used to make veneer.
From this beginning, George Miles established a timber yard in Park Street – on the corner
site now bounded by Park Street, Station Road and Wood Road (picture below c1900).

George Miles was a shrewd judge of timber – a man of considerable reputation at timber
auctions! Most timber was felled in advance of the auction, and lay in lots, each butt with
a number painted on the end. Prospective bidders would inspect the lots, using their
experienced eye to assess the quantity of useful timber to be had from a particular tree.

Old method for measuring the amount of useful timber in a tree…
…. a string was passed round the log halfway along its length, to allow for the tree’s natural
taper. The string was then folded into eight. One eighth of the circumference was deducted
as an allowance for the thickness of the tree’s bark. The remaining seven-eighths was
divided by four to give the measurement of one ‘side’ of an imaginary square of timber
running the length of the log. This figure multiplied by the length of the log gave its cubic
volume of useful timber.

Wood from different tree species was used for different purposes by wheelwright,
millwright, carpenter, etc., and Miles’ timber yard prepared materials for various trade
uses.
Before the development of mechanical saws and powered handling equipment, every
operation in the timber yard was done by hand. Miles employed nearly twenty men from in
and around King’s Cliffe, some of them seen in the photo below, dating to around 1900.

When the business outgrew the Park Street site, he set up a second yard in Stamford, in
the railway station yard. The Stamford yard was managed by George’s brother, Charles.
This yard continued to operate long after the King’s Cliffe site was closed. Miles invested
in steam-driven mechanical saws at both sites and indeed the Stamford sawmill was the
first in England to be equipped with a Ransome’s Horizontal Log Band Saw.

George Miles’ prosperity was reflected in the house he had built in 1900 for himself and his
family beside his timber yard in Park Street. The house was called ‘Rockbourne’ and it is
still known by this name. He also owned various parcels of land and properties in the
village and, after his sudden death in December 1912, his real estate was put up for
auction. Miles’ timber yard in Park Street closed soon afterwards.
The picture of ‘Rockbourne’ (below) was taken soon after the house was bought by the
Youth Hostel Association who opened a Youth Hostel here in April 1939. During the
Second World War the hostel accommodated many conscientious objectors employed in
forestry work.

Forestry Work
During the Second World War a considerable amount of timber was felled for the war effort
and to replace imported timber. In Bedford Purlieus, for example, many mature oaks were
felled. After the war, timber for rebuilding was in short supply. Replanting woodlands with
fast-growing material was a priority to create a reserve of timber.
The late Jim Scotney started work with the Forestry Commission in 1953. He stayed with
them until he retired in 1993. Jim was one of several King’s Cliffe men doing forestry
work in the woods around the village, in the Bedford Purlieus, Fineshade Wood and
Southwick Wood (also known as Apethorpe woods).
Their working day began at 7.15am and finished at 4.45pm. Depending on the time of
year, they would clear and prepare the ground for planting, draining if need be, and putting
protective fencing around the plantation. Rabbits and deer were the main ‘vermin’ who
could wreak havoc by nibbling at young tree shoots.
Two-year-old saplings that had been raised in a nursery would be planted out. To help
them get established, the ground around them would be kept clean of weeds and
unwanted ‘volunteer’ saplings. Jim recalled feeling proud whenever a plantation of
saplings he had helped to plant did well.
On days when the weather was against them for outside work, there was always plenty to
do in the forestry sheds – cleaning and sharpening tools or making fire-beaters from twigs
of silver birch.

Working in several different woods – some owned by the Forestry Commission and others
leased – meant travelling around. When the ‘new’ A1 trunk road was built in the 1960s,
Jim was part of the team that travelled along it – slowly – planting up the embankments.
Timber from the woods was sold by the cubic metre, and the appropriate number of
mature trees had to be ‘marked’ for felling. This involved calculating the volume of timber
in each tree by multiplying the average girth by the height. A margin of error of 6% was
allowed, but the men doing the measuring and marking prided themselves on doing better
than that! Marking trees for felling was a way of thinning the plantation to allow more
space for the trees left to grow on until the next ‘harvest’ was taken. Eventually only a few
trees would be left in the plantation to grow to a substantial size.
Timber Falling (or felling)
Leslie Weatherington of King’s Cliffe, who died in 1982 at the age of 78, worked all his life
in timber falling. So did his father and grandfather before him, having come to George
Miles’ timber yard from Apethorpe. Leslie’s son-in-law, the late Gordon Woolf, who lived
in King’s Forest, joined him soon after the Second World War and they were the last two
King’s Cliffe men to earn their living as timber fallers.
Timber fallers at work in the
early 1900s: far right is Harry
Weatherington (father of Leslie).
His axe and felling saw can be
seen in our Heritage Centre.
The Weatheringtons worked
on a ‘freelance’ basis for
firms like Wattons of Bourne
and Spencers of Brigstock
who bought ‘standing’ timber.
They travelled widely – going
to estates, parks and private
woods, wherever there were
big trees to come down.
Gordon Woolf recalled that they worked in Geese Wood, on the far side of Bulwick, falling
trees in the path of the gigantic iron-ore drag-lines of Stewarts & Lloyds (later British Steel)
as they advanced over the countryside.

These photos
shows the
enormous size of
some of the trees
that were felled.
Gordon Woolf is on
the left and Leslie
Weatherington on
the right.

Falling trees is skilled and potentially dangerous work. Understanding each tree and the
way it will fall comes from experience. Judging the quality of the tree is also important.
For instance, ash can split unpredictably under the blow of an axe, but this very
springiness made it an ideal material for making tennis racquets in the days before carbon
fibre.
Walnut was usually ‘grub-felled’ to minimise waste, as it is highly prized for two things:
veneers from the tree wood and gunstocks from its high, narrow roots. ‘Grub-felling’
involves digging a trench a little away from the base of the tree and cutting through the
surface roots all the way round the tree. Provided that the tree’s deep tap root has been
stunted by planting the sapling on a stone (which is usual for walnut trees) the walnut will
fall without being cut through.
Gordon Woolf recalled that the last walnut tree he felled was worth £4 per cubic foot
standing – quite a price!
Before a tree was felled, the upper limbs had to be removed – quite literally, the tree was
‘crippled’ to ensure that it would fall clean and straight, with the minimum of damage to the
timber. Crippling was generally done from a long ladder using an axe.
Leslie Weatherington is seen here stripping bark
from the upper limbs of the tree as well as from
the main trunk before it was felled. This was only
done in May and June when the tree sap was
rising. Tannin was extracted from the bark for the
local tanning industry.

Finally, the felled tree had to be
trimmed. In this picture Gordon Woolf
(on the left) and Leslie Weatherington
are working with a two-man saw.

Timber Hauling

A team of ten horses was needed to haul this huge oak tree from Deene Park.
Timber hauling with horse-drawn wagons, known as timber druggs, was carried on by
several families in King’s Cliffe until the mid-1900s, when lorries and tractors replaced the
heavy horse. Peter Smith of Park Street, and the late Ted Smith of Fineshade Close have
recalled for us the work done by three generations - great-grandfather, George Smith (I),
and grandfather, also George Smith (II), and his son, Arthur, who was Peter’s father.
The family business was based originally at ‘Goodwin’s Yard’ (now 94 West Street), where
the former Zionist Baptist chapel building behind the house was used to stable the horses.

Arthur Smith
walks with his
team and timber
drugg in this
picture from
around 1930.

Ted Smith’s maternal grandfather was Daniel Denton Roberts, another timber haulier and
landlord for many years of the ‘Wheel Inn’ in West Street. Ted’s father, also called
George, talked about his memories to Canon Bryan in the 1970s. He told how his

grandfather, George Smith (I), had been killed about 1883 when returning home with a
loaded timber drugg:
“At the top of Seaton Hill, grandfather went to apply the brake for the descent
of the hill. He slipped and the wheel ran over him with fatal results. The horses
travelled on alone all the way to Cliffe, knowing the route along those narrow
roads so well. At 3am in the morning, they drew up at Back Way (now Wood
Road) adjacent to their stables. The horses whinnied and so awoke the family.
The tragedy of George’s death was not discovered until the next morning.”
George Smith (II) and Arthur Smith were the last timber carters in the village to use
horses. They had four horses which they kept in the yard running between West Street
and Back Way (Wood Road) behind what is now number 64 West Street.
The day started early: up at about 5am to feed the horses and get them ready for the day’s
work. The horses were always fed at night as well if they were going on the road the next
day. Peter recalled:
“When I was a young lad at school it was my job at lunchtime to fetch water for
the horses from a standpipe tap opposite the house. After a day of dragging
timber out of the woods and transporting it to Stamford and back, the horses
would have a mighty thirst and their tank would be emptied in no time at all! “
The horses would be very muddy after a day’s hauling in deep mud in the woods. Peter
would take them down Maltings Lane to the Willowbrook and ride them round and round to
clean off their legs and hooves. From time to time, the horses would need to be shod and
Peter used to take them along to Arthur Robins, the blacksmith at Portess’, the
wheelwrights in Park Street.
“The horses were heavy legged and would lean on Arthur, pushing him right
down. He would drop the foot and hammer and swear at the horses to stand
up! When he was making the shoes, I used to pump the bellows for his
furnace. It was wonderful, taking the horses to be shod.”

Working the druggs
The horses usually worked in pairs, hauling felled timber out of the woods with chains and
pulling it up a pair of ‘skids’ onto the timber drugg. The druggs were built of wood, with two
axles, the front axle fixed, the other movable. The rear axle could be moved along the
main pole of the wagon to make it longer or shorter, depending on the length of the timber
to be carried. When the timber was very short, the pole would stick out behind the wagon
– a temptation to hitch a ride which many young boys in the village could not resist!
The druggs were normally pulled by two heavy horses, but when a really heavy tree was to
be transported, a larger team of horses was needed and other timber hauliers would join
forces to help.
Extra horse-power was also needed whenever there was a hill to get up with a laden
drugg. Carting from Apethorpe, two druggs would travel in convoy as far as the bottom of
Bridge Street. All four horses would pull each drugg in turn up Bridge Street to the Cross
and round into Park Street. Then they would continue the journey in convoy, repeating the
‘doubling up’ at the hill near West Hay on the Stamford road.

Arthur and George Smith with their drugg and horses hauling timber
in the Bedford Purlieus.
The steep downhill slope of Wothorpe Hill presented a different problem. The brakes were
at the back of the drugg and had to be wound onto the wheels by hand. As a boy, Peter
Smith would often go with his father when he carted into Miles’ timber yard at Stamford.
He remembers the smell of tarmac from the iron rims of the wheels as they went down
Wothorpe Hill. When Peter’s father stopped to apply the brake, he would also straighten
Peter’s tie and tidy his hair. More often than not, Peter would be given a sixpence by Mr
Miles when they arrived at the yard!
When they were carting from Laxton Park for Miles’, it was more than a day’s work to pull
out the timber and bring it back to Stamford. Then, the laden drugg would be brought back
via Blatherwycke and left overnight beside the road on the edge of the village. (No traffic
problems in those days!) The horses would be stabled for the night, returning in the
morning to complete the journey. For two days’ work, they were paid three ha’pence a
foot for the timber – that is less than 1p.
Often, the timber carting work involved walking long distances – into Norfolk, Suffolk and
up into Lincolnshire – and then the men would lodge for several days, usually at a local inn
where the horses could be stabled.
Towards the end of their working life, George and Arthur Smith used their druggs to carry
cut timber, pit props and fencing rails from Cliffe woods. In the 1950s, tractors were
brought in to pull out trees from the woods, and lorries to transport them – a great saving
in both time and effort, but it meant the end of the horse-drawn timber druggs.
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