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Felt Mill History up to 1882

FELT MILL HISTORY - UP TO 1882
The Naish connection with textiles dates back to 1800, when my
great-great-grandfather, William Naish (W (1)) started experimenting
by shearing textiles. Very little is known about this period. Certainly,
before 1830, William was renting the mill at Quidhampton, and had
introduced "carding and other machines used in the manufacture of
woollen cloth". The agricultural and textile industry were suffering
around this period, and gangs of men were roaming around and
destroying machinery, which was considered the cause of their
misery. On 24thNov. 1830, both the Quidhampton mill and the one
in Crow Lane were attacked, and considerable damage caused. The
rioters were brought to Court at Salisbury Assizes on 3rd January
1831. A full account of the trial can be found in "Wiltshire Machine
Breakers, the Riots and Trials" page 111/112.
It is believed that after 1830 William Naish continued in the textile
trade, partly from Quidhampton, and partly from his dwelling house
in Russell Street (originally known as Penny Lane). Certainly, Trade
Directories list William Naish as a clothier in Penny Lane in 1839,
and in 1842 as a cloth manufacturer in Russell Street.
Around 1839/40, Wood and Ogilvie, who were renting the "Crow
Mill", decided to give it up. William Naish (described by Wilton
Estate as a clothier in a small sort of way) agreed to take the mill for
spinning yarn. The rent to be £.40p.a., but William requested that the
Earl should undertake repairs as "the building is very dilapidated,
although there is a water wheel in tolerable order".
The only other record of William, the founder, was as Churchwarden
at the time of the construction of the very ornate Italian-style Parish
Church in the mid 1840's. The 1840's appear to have been a period
when the Crow Lane buildings were repaired and machinery installed
1
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to make use of the existing water wheel. Gradually his son William
took on responsibility from his father, who died in 1852. At this date,
William Naish was described as a cloth manufacturer in Crow Lane.
Trade however was poor and new ideas were needed.
By about 1858-59, William had started experiments with pressed felt.
A chance meeting in Wilton with a Joseph Goddard ("father" of J&J
Goddard) took place. Mr. Goddard was a supplier of piano parts and
was having great trouble in sourcing piano felts of good quality.
Joseph Goddard was very impressed by what he was shown. Very
soon experiments for producing piano felt, especially hammer felt
took place. Pressed felt manufacture was obviously the future. Mr.
Goddard became the sole agent for selling piano felts. This was a
time of steady expansion, thanks to this piano felt agency.
About1867, a large brick building was started. This comprised a
carding block —two storeys, plus a loft, together with a single storey
extension to the rear for wet processing. This is the only remaining
building today from the 19thcentury, and may probably disappear
very soon. William had decided that this new mill should not be a
water mill, but should be steam driven. This necessitated a coal-fired
boiler, together with a steam engine to provide the power to drive the
carding engines and wet machinery.
Unfortunately, the boiler produced large quantities of black smoke.
Very soon, complaints from local inhabitants arose (in particular
from a Mr. Whitmarsh). It was decided to erect a large 120ft high
brick chimney. This was completed by 1880, and became quite a
landmark. It was very well cared for over the next eighty years, but
was showing signs of a slight lean by the 1950's. From a safety point
of view, on three separate occasions, the top 10 to 15 ft were
removed by steeple jacks —a very costly exercise. It was finally
2
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demolished about 1973, by which time an oil fired package boiler
had been installed.
William, was a Town Councilor in the 1870's, and became Mayor of
Wilton in 1875. An oil
painting of him as Mayor
hangs in the boardroom,
and a photograph of him
hangs in the Town Hall.

buildings
Additional
were constructed, in
handthe
particular
felting shop. This was
built in wood over the
and
Wylye,
River
adjoining the really old
mill. Numbers employed
at the start of felt
manufacture about 1860
%
low.
were
quite
William Naish as Mayor of Wilton 1875
However, we know from
and 3 boys on the
women
the 1871 census that there were 19 men, 8
payroll at that time.
In 1882, William died suddenly and William John (WJ), his son by
the first marriage returned from working in London to assume control
of manufacture. WJ was my grandfather and represented the third
generation of the Naish family in the business.
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THE FELT MILL 1882 - 1920
William John, my grandfather, soon became general manager, and
later Managing Director. The widow, Mrs. Elizabeth Vawdrey
Naish, (WJ's stepmother) however assumed overall control for most
of the period until her death in 1901. Soon the mill was known as
E.V.Naish. The firm was producing good quality piano felts, and was
becoming well known internationally for its standard of product.
After Elizabeth Vawdrey died, the "E.V." initials stuck to the firm's
name, and have remained right through to this day. Women's rights
were established nearly a century ahead of most of the world!
Enter at this stage Miss Rowena Vawdrey Naish, who was the eldest
daughter of Mrs. E.V., and the half sister of my grand father.
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She had been one of the very first women to gain a place at
Cambridge University and qualify for a degree. She was a very
strong character, who felt she must carry on in her mother's
footsteps. She had a considerable influence during the 1900-1935
era.
This was a period of steady development under my grandfather's
leadership, becoming more and more well known in the piano world
for quality. The EVN/JJG link was developing very successfully.
A report in the London Provincial Music Trades Review in 1906 the
first full-illustrated
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Photos indicate at least five sheet felt carding machines downstairs,
and at least one roll felt carding machine upstairs (running up to
1990) in the 1868 building. Also, a thriving hand-felt shop with
probably 20 strong tough hand-felters in the large wooden building
attached to the original Crow Lane huddle of buildings.
My father Harold Walter Naish laid the foundation stone of the
original first office, in Nov. 1906, when he was seventeen. It was a
real production office, where W.J. rigorously inspected every single
sheet of tapered piano felt, to ensure that the highest standards were
maintained. The office was extremely close to a large greenhouse,
where my grandfather grew prize orchids (The greenhouse survived
until 1950). It was said that piano felt blossomed in the morning, and
orchids in the afternoon.
Frank Foyle was head foreman from before 1894 until his death
about 1920. The Foyle family lived in a thatched cottage attached to
the old mill, virtually acting as caretaker in return for very basic
accommodation. The family lived on there after 1920, until the
thatched cottage was pulled down in1952. Conditions were archaic,
with no running water, sanitation or electricity. There was one perk
however —the family were allowed to use some of the wooden tanks
at going home time, when the boiler was shut down to heat water for
a bath or to wash clothes. The daughters later on ran a small
seamstress business from a wooden building at the mill entrance. It
seemed a much better building than the cottage they lived in. The
Foyle family was really remarkable. One daughter married the wellknown farmer, writer and broadcaster, A.G. Street. Their daughter,
Pamela also writes and has in particular captured many of the
hardships of her grandmother and mother at the mill.
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This was a rather critical period. My grandfather (WJ) was 70 in
1920, and it was obviously time to find a successor. Harold Walter
(my own father) was a very successful chartered accountant and a
very shrewd businessman with a full-time job in London with the
Coal Commission. He however was the effective financial consultant
for over fifty years,
overseeing the accounts
throughout this period.
In 1920, my father
Clifford
introduced
Hunter Robinson to the
mill, having worked
with him in the Coal
CHR
Commission.
became
quickly
Director
Managing
designate to succeed my
Leslie
grandfather.
at the
already
was
Miles
mill, and gradually
Works
became
Manager. This situation
somehow survived for
William John Naish - my grandfather c.1930
40 years, in spite of
obvious
very
personality differences. After my grandfather's sight deteriorated
about 1927, CHR and LGM were the entire management and office
staff —apart from an intermittent typist.
Small wonder that with all the routine jobs (invoicing, letterwriting,
wool buying, calculating and paying wages) plus the supervision of
8
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all the machinery and production, there was little or no time to go
searching for business. The Goddard agency was invaluable for
piano felts. For the remainder, we relied too much on orders coming
to us.
Between the Wars, Miss Rowena Naish exerted her considerable
influence as overall "Governor-, even to the extent of having all mail
directed to the "White House- in Russell Street, and opening it in
CHR's presence daily at 10a.m. She also insisted on signing the
weekly wages cheque on Saturday mornings (after having been to
Salisbury Market by bus) causing CHR and LGM great frustration in
getting the wage packets made up, before the end of the morning
shift.

9
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Hours of work were very long - 6.30a.m. until 6p.m. Monday to
Friday and 6.30 until 12 Saturdays —with 30 minutes break for
breakfast and 1 hour for lunch, together with short mid-morning and
mid-afternoon rest periods. "Tip" Turner succeeded Frank Foyle as
mill foreman, and remained very much the "boss in the mill" until he
died in 1958. He was a very respected Victorian type gentleman
whose word was law. A photograph from the 1925-30 era shows 52
male employees. Add to this the female employees, who seem to
have been excluded from the photograph it would appear that there
were over 60 working at Crow Lane.
More buildings were needed. The three-storey brick monolith was
built in three stages between 1922 and 1935 —first the left-hand side,
then the right-hand side, and finally the top diamond filled in to
create the third storey. This typically illustrates the economic
conditions between the two wars, when money was extremely short.
Job security too was non- existent. Men were often sent home on a
Saturday, and told not to come in again until they received a
message.
Five new carding machines 81" wide were installed in the threestorey building, plus batt frames. Otherwise, however, very little
expenditure was made on machinery —only vital repairs, and a few
replacements with very old second-hand machinery. It seemed that
expense on the wet departments (hardening and milling) was
considered of little importance. The first traditional tenter was not
installed until about 1946, housed in a War surplus Nissan Hut built
up on 6ft walls.
Gradually, felt manufacture extended outside the piano and surgical
felt trades to include insoles, engineering felts, polishing felts,
window channeling felts, and later packaging felts. Strangely, carpet
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felts have never been included, in spite of being so near the home of
Wilton Carpets.
More land was obtained in the 30's, extending to Castle Lane. A
large new wool store was built consisting of corrugated asbestos
walls with no lining. The steam powered mill hooter was becoming a
boon to local residents, many of them using it as an alarm clock.
Many complaints were received, when the mill was on holiday from
people saying they woke up late for work.
Rowena Naish continued to take a very keen interest in the day to day
work until slightly before her death in 1937. Every single employee
at the mill benefited from her will in a legacy to the employee based
on length of service and responsibility.
At the start of the Second World War, the very bare wool store was
commandeered by the Army to billet troops. The dreadful draughty
damp conditions and a very cold 1939/40 winter resulted in large
numbers of men developing pneumonia and many other serious
ailments. It was dubbed by some as Hitler's secret weapon. The mill
hooter appears to have been used as an Air Raid Warning - a public
notice appeared in the Salisbury Journal on lst Sept. 1939.
Wool supplies were rigidly controlled, piano felt production was
banned, and felts for war purposes were manufactured. One example
was 'Relt' —comprising a thick soft coarse felt, with a thin layer of
rubber applied, in order to conserve the meager supplies of rubber
after the fall of Malaya.
During the war years, CHR became the Chief Quartermaster of the
Salisbury Home Guard, while LGM was area Air Raid Warden for
parts of Salisbury. Looking back, one is bound to draw comparisons
11
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with the much loved TV series 'Dad's Army' - Captain Mainwaring
and John Pertwee.
Flooding of various parts of the mill, and Wilton's North Street in the
20's and 30's was a common experience during the winter. However,
thanks to considerable dredging by Italian prisoners of war in the
1942/45 period, there has been virtually no flooding in the mill area
itself since then. Since 1955, the floor level of all new buildings has
been raised by between 18" and 24". It seems strange that this was
not done before, rather than sit back and suffer the floods as 'the
norm'.
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1945 to 1957
Besides marking the end of the Second World War, 1945 proved a
watershed for E.V. Naish.
First, EVN became a limited liability company, with Dr. 'Willie'
brother of the redoubtable 'Miss Rowena' as Governing Director,
holding about 75% of the shareholding, and his two daughters
(Rowena and Betty) and my father holding the remainder. Dr. Willie
(William Vawdrey Naish) was the youngest of the second William
Naish's family, and was a GP for many years in Upton-on-Severn
(Worcs). CHR, who had worked so tirelessly for the future of the
mill, became the first Managing Director of the new Company. The
death of Dr. Willie in 1953 resulted in his two daughters inheriting
his entire shareholding, and becoming Chairman and Vice-Chairman.
This state of affairs continued until Rowena Phillips died in Nov.
1987.
Secondly, about 1945, a very strong building was constructed to
house a most impressive steam engine, which drove masses of line
shafting and also a D.C. generator. A large coal-fired Lancashire
boiler, with the 120-ft. high brick chimney nearby, provided the
power for the steam engine, and also steam for process work and
space heating.
This was heralded as the all-time answer for the future, but alas
proved very much the opposite. First, the hand firing of the boiler
(consuming about 5 tons of coal per day), and the collection by
barrow from 100yards away by the boiler man (Tom Brice) was
extremely hard work, and certainly not suited to the post-war era.
Secondly, the enormous amount of line shafting (covering the sheet
carding, the sheet felt hardening and stocks, as well as the hand felt
shop, and the old washery) was very inefficient from a power point of
13
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view. The transmission costs must have been astronomical. Thirdly,
the purchase of D.C. motors (when numbers of these were coming on
the market as redundant at very cheap prices) proved very short
sighted indeed. We somehow seemed to be fighting progress. Lastly,
the miles of steam piping from the Lancashire boiler meant heavy
distribution losses. This, combined with the needs of the steam
engine and generator, meant that the boiler could not cope at peak
times. Something would have to be done
Production during the period after the war got back to normal, with
piano felt again becoming the most important side of the business,
closely followed by surgical felt. The machinery and buildings were
showing their age, particularly as so little had been done during six

The old hammer felt presses(steam heated plates wound down by hand)
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years of war. Labour was cheap and plentiful, so any expense on
labour saving machinery took a back seat.
An annual Christmas Dinner for all employees was introduced in
1945. Held in the Michael Herbert Hall, it was much appreciated
after the dreary years of the war, and helped to cheer most employees
up, with food rationing not ending until 1953. By the mid 60's
however, it was beginning to become dated. After several attempts at
altering the format, it lapsed about 1970.
An excellent almost revolutionary idea occurred with the
employment of Ken Foulds, a young practical man from the
'opposition', who had modern ideas of production. He joined EVN
about 1949. His hands were however tied by the "old brigade", as
every suggestion made was questioned, and nearly everything
rejected as either "not the way we do it in Wilton" or else as
unnecessary expense. As a result, KF resigned by 1954, thoroughly
upset by his almost hostile reception from EVN.
In 1950, I joined the firm, representing the fifth generation of the
Naish family. After nearly three years in the Army at the very end of
the war (1945-48), I completed an engineering degree, followed by a
year's post-graduate work at Leeds University on Textile
Technology. I arrived in September 1950, and spent my first few
years actually working in the various production departments of the
mill —both on the sheet felt side, and on the roll goods side.
The comparison between the modern textile thinking of Leeds and
the Victorian outlook was breath taking. Modernisation was vital,
but where to begin was the problem.
Certain progress was made in the early 50's, by the introduction of a
blowing (decatising) machine and also a piece-dyeing machine. The
15
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blowing machine vastly improved the finish of many of our roll
goods, whilst the piece dyer replaced the centuries old wooden tank
used for loose wool dyeing. The wool being dyed had been fine
merino, and no precautions had been taken against the wool felting at
this stage. Piece dyeing fortunately gradually became the norm,
except for very soft felts, during the 50's. Before very long,
experiments were carried out to produce tapered sheets of coloured
unders for the piano trade in roll form —about 22 sheets could be
produced from a single roll. Vast savings in costs were obtained.

Three old pensioners, all with 55 - 60 years service at the Felt Mill (c. 1955)
Arthur Harding, Henry Cannings and Sidney Hibbard

J&J Goddard were not our piano agents for Canada, so Robbie (the
MD) decided to pay a visit to our Canadian piano agent about 1956.
It was a three-month visit, with Robbie travelling by air one way, and
returning by sea. This was the first of very many overseas visits by
E.V.N. and definitely the longest in duration.
16
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My memories of the 50's are vivid: The very small office staff M.D., Works Manager, and a
secretary, (plus myself as a very reluctant typist on
occasions). The typing was always done on two VERY old
typewriters. If our secretary left, nobody seemed to worry for
several weeks about a replacement, even though people had to
stay on typing until 6.30 or 7 p.m., to ensure all invoices, and
copy advice notes were sent out on the same day as the goods
—an absolute religion.
The meticulous accuracy of the checking of all incoming and
outgoing invoices, before the era of calculators, or
decimalisation. Whether it was 35 tons 7cwts. 3 qrs. and 17
lbs., @ £5-17-7 per ton, or 2278 ft. of felt strip @ 17/7 per
100ft. Or 250 large cones @ 129/11 per gross plus 175%; it
had to be calculated long hand to ensure that the result was
correct to the nearest penny.
The saga of the wages calculations by the M.D. and the Works
Manager. This took up the majority of every Thursday, and
most Friday mornings — again without any calculator
whatever, and in £sd.
The store of red and blue biros, held personally by the M.D. in
his desk. Nobody could obtain a fresh one without returning
the old one, which was ceremoniously bent in half by the
M.D. Also, the extra special green biros only allowed to be
used by the M.D.
The extreme secrecy of what went on in each department. It
was very difficult to find out why certain tasks were done in a
17
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certain way. In most cases, many employees had little or no
idea of how their job fitted in to the finished product.
(6) The measurement of thickness, and the weight per square yard
came under the heading " Art and Mystery of Felt-Making".
The idea of using a spring gauge to measure thickness was
looked upon as completely wrong. I was always taught that
the best way to judge quality of a piece of felt was to feel it
behind my back! The very suggestion of calculating density of
felt was considered almost revolutionary and showed that I
had a lot to learn. The spring gauge was always kept hidden,
to avoid many arguments.

18
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This was the era of re-building many of the very ancient parts of the
mill and the start of the use of AC mains electricity. The industrial
revolution was starting at the felt mills. My father Harold Naish
masterminded this period, which was one of considerable spending.
(1) The first stage was the erection of a brand new washery,
measuring nearly 9000 sq.ft., on the edge of the playing field
area. At this time, the whole area was a marsh. Wilton Council
was planning to make the area in to playing fields, but required
an ox- bow bend of marsh, which we owned at the top of the mill
area. An exchange of land took place, enabling us to erect our
building, after many loads of chalk had been dumped there. Very

The new washery dept by the playing fields. c 1958
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deep piling was necessary, particularly with the roller hardeners
and milling stocks, which operated for over thirty years there,
without structural damage.
The whole mill was completely re-wired for AC in 1959.
Previously, the only AC used was to light the MD's office, after
the steam engine closed in the evening. Large numbers of AC
motors had to be purchased to replace the DC "bargains" of the
previous ten years. Much of the line shafting too was replaced
with AC motors.

Demolition of the original mill, 1960/61 (Note narrow entrance)

1959 proved very eventful, with the purchase of some land
behind the very oldest part of the mill. This had been Dr.
Stratton's orchard until his death. A modern 12,000 sq.ft.,
building was constructed, partly to replace the very oldest parts,
20
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and partly to provide a large modern office building. The sheet
felt hardening, milling and finishing moved in, together with the
roll goods finishing.
The two sides fed in to the general
dispatch area and loading bay. This was completed by about
September 1961.
During this period of course, many of the oldest buildings were
pulled down - the old washery and the hand felting shop after
completion of the new buildings adjacent to them.
The steam engine (the largest one operating in the South of
England) and the DC generator now became redundant. This
took much of the load off the Lancashire boiler, which continued
to run for process steam and space heating until the early 70's.
After the death of Tip Turner in 1958, Leonard Waters (who had
worked under him for many years) succeeded him at this very critical
period of change. He continued as Mill Foreman until his retirement
in 1971.
Many of the older employees from the pre-war era (some with 50
years service) were retiring about this time. One in particular must
be mentioned —MabelHibberd - the only woman ever to achieve this
distinction. The post-war employees, as all over Britain, did not look
for a job for life, and service over 25 years was to become quite rare.
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Aerial view 1959
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1962 to 1981

Clifford Robinson (Robbie) was 65 in 1962, having been Managing
Director since the early 1920's. A Managing Director designate was
appointed in the form of George Kay, who had previously worked in
the hosiery trade in Leicester. Robbie stayed on in charge of the
accounts until 1967/8. They were still hand-written, as he resolutely
refused to accept any form of mechanical accounting, in spite of
continued efforts by my father to install the simplest of systems.
After many years on the production side, I became Production and
Works Director in 1964, at the same time as George Kay was
confirmed as M.D. Leslie Miles retired as Works Manager early in
1965. My father, who had audited the firm's accounts for about 50
years, gave up in 1964 —only shortly before his death in May 1965.

Examining

hammer felt - From Left: Laurie Gaite; Clifford Robinson;
Douglas Gaite; Harry Collard; George Kay; John Naish

23

E V Naish Ltd. —The first 200 years

1962 to 1981

Much had been done in the five years to 1962 to enlarge and improve
the buildings —and therefore the general working conditions. Felt
sales, however, needed to be expanded both because orders had
tended to fall off, and because the capital expense of recent years had
to be financed.
In addition to this problem, George tackled the very Victorian
autocratic attitude to labour, which was still quite prevalent. He
gradually managed to humanise and modernise the relation between
the 'workers' and the 'bosses'. Rates of pay were steadily increased
from the traditional low levels to something more acceptable, even if
still well below the local norm.

EVN fire brigade - showingold hand operated machine and petrol driven
pump, L to R: Ron Blake; Bill Osborne; Jim Goddard; Archie West; Bill
Paddock c.1960

One very far-sighted investment was made about 1962, when it was
decided to sink a bore-hole for the supply of fresh pure water, both
for the boiler and for all the felt processing departments. The river
and the mains had been used in the past, but the river quality was
being contaminated, and the mains were becoming too expensive.
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After the 200 ft., deep borehole had been completed, our demands of
up to 22,000 gallons per day were assured. Surprisingly, the effluent
was still being discharged in to the river, after going through a large
settling tank, which had to be emptied of sediment every month.
The late 60's were critical, and at least one offer to buy the firm out
was seriously considered. This was from R.R. Whitehead, our
hammer felt competitor. The final offer proved derisory, and it was
thankfully rejected, as their only object would have been to close the
firm down.
Halstead Knight joined as financial director in 1967, and quickly
started to modernise the accounting system, hand written by Robbie
for over 45 years.

1970 proved a most eventful year, which probably saved us. J.and
J.Goddard, who had been our piano felt agents for the whole world
(except North America) from about 1860 onwards, were in serious
financial difficulties. This was caused by a mail order flotation,
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which had gone seriously wrong. Their only real asset left was the
15% (later reduced to 12.5%) agency discount they received from our
piano felt sales. In the end, we bought out J.J.G. for a very small
nominal sum, and the "firm" (in the form of Douglas Gaite and some
piano accessories) moved from London down to Wilton. Douglas
became our Sales Director. At last, we had a strong forward-looking
team of four full time working directors.
The piano felt side started to expand very healthily, particularly
behind the Iron Curtain. I paid a visit to Poland, within a month of
J.J.G. moving to Wilton. It was a very memorable experience, where
I witnessed the general backward conditions under Communism.
Before long, Douglas and George were travelling to areas such as
Eastern Europe, Russia and SouthEast Asia. JJG continued to trade
in its own name. In spite of the Miners Strike in 1973, forcing
industry on to a 3-day week, felt was thriving.
Modest investment in machinery was taking place, both for labour
saving and for product improvement. A cutting machine for surgical
felt was installed about 1965, followed by several hytronic presses
(for cutting washers and other components). Additional piece —
dyeing machines, milling stocks and a third tenter appeared in the roll
felt wet department. Some of these machines were second hand.
However, by far the most important purchase was a very heavy 6daylight press purchased in 1971/2, specially designed for pressing
hammer felt. Designed for us by Rene Laoureux, it replaced the very
old presses with metal plates steam heated in a box, which had to be
wound down by hand, through a very slow system of gears and
worms, before the plates cooled —a back breaking job carried out by
two men. At best, this was very much a 'hit-and-miss' task. The
improvement in quality and accuracy was truly remarkable. This
also marked the end of the 'hand-felting' shop, where 12-15 men had
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toiled for decades to shrink the trebles of each sheet of hammer felt.
This was a very time consuming and expensive task when costing the
product. These men had always been treated as the 'cream' of the
work force. The department had always been known as the `men's
shop'.
On the retirement of Leonard Waters as mill foreman in the early
70's a complete new idea was instigated of appointing a number of
departmental section heads. Early on, Les Davis was appointed in
charge of sheet felts, Ivor Waters in charge of the roll felt wet
department, Norman Wooton in charge of the dry finishing and
cutting, and Lil Rowe in charge of the carding.
Trade Unionism had never infiltrated in to the mill up to this time.
However, it was becoming more and more popular in the mid-1970's,
and a move was made to start a union in the works. A certain
number of employees decided to join —probably about a quarter of
the work force. Nothing was really gained. There was quite an
unhappy feeling between the members and the non-members. The
Union lasted about 9 months, when the members decided to quit the
Union.
On looking back, 1972 was an extremely important year, as it marked
the start of diversification.
By chance, we had some spare space in the derelict old steam engine
building, which we decided to rent out to someone who had been
making small engineering parts for us. He was an inventor, but like
most inventors, he had no marketing knowledge. He experimented
with the principle of heating water by electricity directly from the
cold. The danger aspect of 'playing with water and electricity' was
however ignored, and some frightening developments were being
undertaken. Very fortunately, Halstead Knight (who had joined us as
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Financial Director several years earlier) saw both the extreme danger
and also the great potential of the idea for marketing the concept as a
hand washing machine.
Halstead took this under his wing, and a marketable product was
produced in a remarkably short period. In fact in 1975, it was
decided to set up a special company to develop this, wholly owned by
EVN. It was registered as " C. and A. Wallgate Ltd. —the name of a
dormant supply company taken over by J. and J. Goddard about
1966.
The development of this new company was of course slow at first,
and losses were incurred for a number of years. Very fortunately, the
felt manufacturing side was doing fairly well at this time. Halstead
and George managed to persuade the shareholders (who were really
very reluctant at this stage) that EVN should back this rather
revolutionary idea. By 1980, when the felt side was suffering a threeday week, and felt losses were looming, Wallgate was beginning to
show small profits. Halstead's perseverance was beginning to pay
dividends. A viable Hand-Wash had appeared, and the future looked
exciting.
A separate report about Wallgate is included.

28

E V Naish Ltd. —The first 200 years

WALLGATE LTD 1975 - 1991

WALLGATE LTD 1975 - 1991
The idea of the Wallgate Handwash unit emerged from the
acceptance and popularity of warm air hand driers in toilet facilities.
This concept, however, was capable of improvement by combining it
with soap and warm water dispensing, together with a wash bowl in
an integrated unit. The idea was quickly patented. It was realised
that the market extended to any situation where there was a need for
hand hygiene.
Early employees who were to be
involved in future development
work at this time were David Beale
who joined in 1976 as an apprentice
and Terry Lever who had
mechanical engineering experience.
Public toilets operated by Local
Authorities were considered to be
an interesting area for research. It
was apparent that the product would
only be successful if it met the
criteria of both reliability and
durability over a sustained period.

Local Authority Model
(1978 —1994)

In 1976, the record drought of that
year brought home to Local
Authorities the enormous volumes
of fresh water wasted in constantly
flushing
male
urinals.
The
"Watersaver"
product
was
developed for the Barflo plumbing
outlet. Wallgate manufactured
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many thousands of these controllers and brass constant-flow valves to
go with them. By the late 1980's the Watersaver sales grew to
become a significant part of Wallgate's turnover.
The engineering machining company E.V. Naish Engineering Ltd.,
(supervised from 1974 by the recently retired Dick Whatley) did a lot
of work for the Felt Mill, manufacturing parts to support the
maintenance of the large carding machines and the boiler house. At
its height the shop employed 5 people, in addition to the 6 or so E.V.
Naish Ltd maintenance staff. This work diminished as felt production
ceased. Meanwhile, Wallgate's turned parts needs were growing so
E.V. Naish Engineering Ltd became the full time Wallgate
engineering shop supporting the manufacture of Wallgate's many
turned components for both handwash and watersaver products.
By 1982, after considerable development work, the handwash
product was becoming well established and accepted as a standard
toilet facility. This had been accomplished by a small staff including
long serving employees like Rosemary Harris and Sylvia Jack
working in very modest accommodation.
Other sales outlets were now added such as hospitals, offices and the
food trade. A Wallgate version of the Sterilising Waste Trap, was
developed as a specialist product to offer the more infection
conscious customers. Health and Safety was becoming more and
more important in Britain.
Interest was now being attracted from other sectors, and in particular
from Laboratories and "Clean Rooms". New models were designed
to meet these entirely new requirements. As a result, Wallgate
products began to be specified by many international drug companies
and 2 export distributors who specialised in this market were set up
in Spain and in Italy.
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During this period the
production was being run by
Terry and Dave who
specialised in mechanical
and electrical issues.
Eventually after carrying
out handwash servicing
work
and
sometimes
installation
using
the
production team nationally
on an as needed basis, a
department was set up to
offer after sales service. An
early recruit to do this full
time in 1983 was Colin
Kennerson (now Wallgate's
sales manager) who came in
with service experience
from food manufacturing.
Two years later a 5000 sq.ft,
purpose built factory was
completed to meet the needs
of rapid expansion.
As the servicing business grew in 1987 Phil Thorne (now Wallgate's
Service Manager) joined with Porton Down service experience. By
1988, it was apparent that a full time field-sales person was necessary
on the handwash products side and Colin moved from servicing to
take up this challenge. Andrew Thomas (now the assembly shop
supervisor) joined as an assembler in that year.
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Meanwhile in the factory the complexities of the manual inventory
control system were growing, so in 1990 Dave set up and operated on
a single workstation the SWAN system to meet just this need.
By the late 1980's the watersaver market had declined partly due to
the emergence of electronic and mechanical competing products
possibly also combined with market saturation. Sales of handwash
machines to Local Authorities were also slowing as their spending
power was repeatedly cut.
involvement
Wallgate's
was
with McDonald's
gathering pace however
and in 1990 a composite
plastics manufacturing unit
was set up to produce
moulded cases specifically
for their handwash unit.
Wallgate was now in a
consider
to
position
offering this and new
products with an extended
appeal for use in the
retailing sector, and to
other fast food outlets.
This also opened up the
prospect of attracting more
export interest.
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1981 proved to be a real landmark year. George Kay was planning to
be less active within a few years, having been accepted for training as
an Anglican NSM (Non-stipendiary minister). He had done a
wonderful job in just under 20 years, leading a firm which was
transformed from a tired Victorian style textile mill in to an active

group of companies covering felt manufacture, piano accessory
distributor, and hand wash machinery producer. The position of EVN
as a member of the PFMA (Pressed Felt Manufacturers Association)
had changed from being the complete baby of the association to
being regarded as a good quality small producer who was gradually
gaining a larger percentage of the trade.
Through regular meetings of the PFMA over a number of years, we
had become friendly with Laurence Notley, who was export Sales
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Director of R. & R. Whitehead (a piano felt manufacturer in direct
competition with ourselves). When B.C.W. (Bury, Cooper,
Whitehead) was formed in 1980/1, Laurence became disenchanted
with the new set-up, and decided to take up our offer of being
appointed as managing director designate to take over from George
Kay within the next few years. Laurence's knowledge of the felt trade
(in particular the piano trade overseas) would prove invaluable.
Immediately after the Frankfurt Fair in March 1981, Laurence joined
EVN. This caused great astonishment throughout the international
felt and piano trades.
Later in 1981, 1 was delighted to welcome Geoff, my son, on the
commercial side of the firm. After taking a degree, Geoff had

completed a valuable year's Chartered Accountancy training The
sixth generation of the Naish family had arrived.
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One other arrival in 1981 is certainly worth noting —that of Andy
Roper, as a teenager, who is now works supervisor of Naish Felts
Ltd.
The 80's, with Laurence's influence soon showed considerable
expansion, particularly on the piano hammer felt side. Douglas Gaite
continued on the sales side until the mid 80's, before finally retiring
in his early seventies. The Polish and Russian markets expanded,
while East Germany and Czechoslovakia became further important
customers behind the Iron Curtain. The markets in China and South
Korea also grew very rapidly. Japanese interest was also kindled, but
their system of long term trials proved very tedious and very
expensive. Laurence's visits were obviously worthwhile, even if very
uncomfortable. The 12-hour ferry journeys almost as deck cargo, and
the unheated hotels with outside temperatures of minus 10 degrees C.
for example. Chinese hammer felt orders were so significant that a
second shift was started for a while on the piano sheet side. The cost
of implementing this and the small increase in output made its value
questionable.
By about 1987, the age and old-fashioned design of the sheet
hardeners and the hammer felt stocks had become evident. Too much
first aid and not enough investment on the 'wet' departments since
the war were taking their toll. It was tantalising that the output was
greatly increased, and the technical quality also much improved. And
yet the failure rate was also considerably higher, due to troublesome
wood and oil stains from the creaking machinery, and the general offwhite appearance of the finished product. This was just at the very
time when our competitor's appearance and quality were near perfect.
As a result, we had the worrying position of increased sales and out
put coupled with steadily decreasing profits. Considerable sums of
money were spent on new machinery both on the sheet side
(improving the hardeners and stocks) and also on the roll side
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(modernising the carding and web collection). Subsequent events
proved this to be too little too late.
Other production problems were looming as well. Our environmental
policy was poor, to say the least, with effluent still being discharged
in to the river after a very nominal effort at 'neutralising' —
permissible in the 19(11century perhaps, but certainly not in the
1980's. A sophisticated automatic neutralising system was installed,
so that the treated effluent could enter the main sewage system of
Wilton —at a metered cost. One problem remained and that was how
to dispose of effluent from felts being PCPL proofed, a substance
designated by many firms (including the MOD) for proofing, and yet
a 'red list' material. The offending effluent had to be separated,
passed to a large storage tank and then transported to a special
treatment plant — at costs approaching £3000 per load. These
additional costs were just one more burden.
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Meanwhile, Barry Gollins joined the firm about 1984, working at
first with Geoff on the commercial side. Before long, he joined me on
the production side, with a view to taking over in 1989, when I would
be 65. Rowena Phillips (Dr. Willie's elder daughter) died in
November 1987, having been Chairman since 1953. I had become
Vice Chairman about 1980 on the death of Betty Johnson (Rowena's
sister). I became Chairman in 1987, and soon after (in 1988) Geoff
and Barry became Directors. Laurence, Halstead, Barry, Geoff and I
were the new 'team' to weather the storm ahead.
I decided to stay on half time after I was 65, as Chairman and helping
on general costing, and am still here in the year 2000.
The 1989-1990 period proved to be the most disastrous in the mill's
history. Three momentous events took place, which showed how
vulnerable we were. First, the Tiannaman Square Massacre in China
resulted in our piano hammer felt trade being stopped virtually
overnight —a very significant proportion of our output. Secondly, the
whole world rejoiced in the sudden fall of the Iron Curtain across
Central Europe, and the collapse of Communism. From our point of
view, however, all our Eastern Bloc trade (Poland, East Germany,
Russia and Czechoslovakia) disappeared, with every state-controlled
organisation becoming bankrupt. The result of these two events
meant that our hammer felt demand was decimated. We decided that
the sheet felt side could not be sustained, and that all our efforts
should be directed to a slimmed down efficient roll goods production
line.
The third blow was only round the corner. Britain went through a
very serious slump in 1990-91, and our hopes for the roll goods
proved over optimistic. After long consultations with Grant
Thornton, it was decided to close the felt production completely and
continue with our cutting processes on a very reduced scale.
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This period was a very sad and worrying one, from the felt side.
Considerable numbers of very loyal employees regretfully had to be
made redundant in the autumn of 1991. Very fortunately, by this
period, Wallgate was becoming a very successful company, and was
able to support the Naish Group in its time of trouble — both
financially, and in providing employment for several of those made
redundant. Numbers employed on the felt side dropped to well under
30, making a total of just over 60 on the whole site —compared to a
total of almost 110 in the late 80's.
Laurence's knowledge of the European felt trade proved invaluable at
this stage. He met Dr. Schmid, the Chairman of B.W.F.; a highly
successful felt manufacturer in Germany, with its H.Q. at Offingen,
(Bavaria), and with a pressed felt factory at Hof (near the Czech
border). A friendly relationship was built up, and by early 1993, we
were investigating the possibility of a joint venture between Naish
and BWF. Geoff and 1, as main shareholders of EVN, spent several
days with Dr. Christian Zeiler (of BWF) in a Heathrow hotel room,
together with respective accountants.
At this time, BWF were also in discussion with Bury Cooper
Whitehead with a view to buying them out. Any BWF/Naish joint
venture was conditional on this taking place. The negotiations of
course took several months to finalise but eventually there was a
successful outcome. After long discussions, it was agreed to form a
joint venture, called Naish Felts Ltd., with BWF and EVN as joint
partners.
BWF would manufacture the felts, and Naish Felts would do the
distributing, cutting, punching, slitting, sewing etc. of the various
products. The product range would be vastly increased from the
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narrow pressed felt manufactured by EVN. EVN would retain
ownership of the land and buildings, and still own Wallgate as a
separate enterprise. Laurence Notley would remain as Managing
Director of the new Company, with Geoff and Barry as full-time
directors and myself as part-time director. Wolfgang Schmid would
be the Chairman of the new Company, with Dieter Huber and Stefan
Offerman as the other two Directors.
BCW was bought out (and closed), with the exception of the
Whitehead section at Royal George Mills, which continued under the
B.C.W. flag, manufacturing hammer felt and other sheet felts. This
was short lived however, as the Royal George mills also finally
ceased production in 1998. Pressed felt production had finally ceased
in Britain —something unimaginable even ten years earlier.
Looking back, the decline had been relentless since the Second
World War, through amalgamations, buyouts and closures. EVN was
the smallest of these firms, but somehow we survived independently
as a manufacturer until the early 1990's. Even today we are still
operating in the felt industry.
We had been in the depths of despair in 1991, but thanks to Laurence
Notley's international contacts in the felt trade, a new modern
company was rising from the ashes. 1991 to 1993 was as momentous
as 1857 to 1860, when William Naish changed from cloth
manufacturing to pressed felt manufacturing.
The autumn of 1993 was a period of frenzied activity, converting felt
manufacturing buildings containing many heavy textile machines in
to something in which modern cutting machinery could be installed.
V.H Moore cleared nearly all this rusting machinery for scrap. The
floors in many parts were badly cracked and uneven, eaten away in
many areas with acid water, whilst walls and ceilings were peeling
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and in a generally very poor condition. Most of the electric cabling
required replacing, and gas heating needed to be installed to replace
the old steam piping. A large refurbishment plan was put in to
operation, covering the two largest buildings —behind the main
offices, and the old roll felt production building next to the playing
fields.
Much of the better quality redundant B.C.W machinery was
'inherited' by Naish Felts, and was transported down to Wilton. The
rest was scrapped.
However, all was virtually completed before Christmas 1993, ready
for the launch of the new Company on 1stJan. 1994. Optimism had
returned to the Naish Group.
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1991 saw the recruitment of Dick Harrison in a shared Quality
Management role with E.V. Naish and to help get both companies
through BS5750. In 1992, Halstead Knight retired as Managing
Director of Wallgate, having created and nourished the Handwash
from the start. He was succeeded by Vic Court, who quickly took
over the reins.
Whilst he studied Wallgate to decide what to immediately do to keep
the company steered in the right direction Vic's first group job was to
oversee the setting up of the new computer network. The EVN board
had allowed for a massive uplift in the office automation facilities for
both companies, replacing Brian Read's old centralised accounts
computer that had been operated by Sylvia Walton at Wallgate, and
introducing SWAN, spreadsheets, etc. Michael Coombs joined in
1994 as financial controller and took over the running of the system
that is now 5 times bigger covering the offices and workshops of both
companies and Wallgate's CAD facilities.
In 1992, although successful and profitable, Wallgate had a lot of
threatening market forces acting on it. Wallgate's traditional markets
were shrinking; the UK was entering a recession; several products
were looking a bit dated and had reliable but now old electronic
components; the factory was completely full; the patent was about to
run out on the handwash machines and competition was appearing (a
new experience for Wallgate). However, the pound was weakening,
the "Classic" handwasher looked very good, the Naish group were
patient owners and there was a very good team within the company.
So in 1992 Vic re-organised the management structure to boost the
emphasis on sales and product development. A second aim was to
combat rising manufacturing costs.
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This involved new challenges for the whole management team, who
all had new responsibilities to cope with. Terry Lever left, Robin
Dinnis joined as production manager, and Dave Beale became the
new technical manager. Colin concentrated on the UK sales market
and Phil took over the service department. The idea was for new
products to be identified through marketing activities and developed
by the technical manager and his design facilities, whilst production
decided how to best control the manufacture of the existing products
and their cost.
As Wallgate reorganised, the UK
entered the 1992
recession which in
the
construction
industry proved to
be a long one. The
order book fell
away
alarmingly
but thanks mainly
to
McDonald' s
exposure,
the
Phil Thorne; Dave Beale; Robin Dinnis
efforts of the UK
Dick Harrison; Vic Court; Colin Kennerson
sales team and the
export drive, sales of the 'Classic' moulded handwash rapidly
increased. During the early 1990's, the new solid surface polyester
moulding production line was streamlined with Stuart Dorland and
Bob Baker only just managing to cope in the small moulding shop.
The assembly shop was expanded in 1995 with a new 2000 sq ft
electronics manufacturing facility and stores. Money was invested in
expanding the technical department's product design CAD facilities.
In 1995 Duncan Chandler moved from production to become the
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project engineer increasing Wallgate's ability to tackle tailor-made
products and tenders for larger construction jobs.
Now the products had to be updated
and in some cases replaced. The
biggest project was to replace the old
local authority unit. The electronics
used in all hand hygiene products were
updated; as was the appearance and
style of most of the stainless steel
handwashers. Sales of the old Local
Authority machine picked up with the
launch of the new "Uniwash" and even
pubs started to fit them.
The moulded Classic handwash
machine was updated both internally
and visually, and a new button
operated model developed.
Effort was placed in obtaining
overseas technical approvals, and
increasing the sales staff to develop
more UK and overseas markets.
Government subsidies were secured to
help develop a network of overseas
distributors. A version of the Classic
was developed for the USA market but was held up by technical
approvals. However, Wallgate's European export business grew
steadily throughout the mid 1990's until the strong pound period in
the last 3 years.
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The service division meanwhile grew steadily during the 1990's to
become a major part of the turnover, with five vans on the road
covering the UK, Eire and parts of mainland Europe and Isobel Pike
becoming Wallgate's first customer services coordinator.
In the late 1990's,
under a new strategic
plan, the moulded
product range was
expanded to include:
a new granite vanity
unit and hand drier
system;
drinking
fountains
and
supermarket
----• ,_.
checkouts. Wallgate
Marks and Spencers Moulded Checkout
also expanded its
stainless steel range for the food manufacturers, restaurants, kitchens
and hotels. This was a difficult period
for production, keeping up with the
changes.
Eventually the opportunity to supply
private prison construction projects
was successfully clinched in 1997
with 4 prisons won to date. The
moulding shops were trebled in size to
accommodate the orders. This resulted
in the development of new electronic
sinks, electronic showers, and a new
solid surface WC pan with a patent
application on the tooling.
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In 1999, After 6 years of design work, sales negotiations with
distributors and struggling with technical approvals boards, USA
sales suddenly took off and in as many months climbed above 100
new Classic units.

The year 2000 marks the 25111anniversary of Wallgate. Halstead
Knight, followed by Vic Court (and of course their teams) can really
be proud of the achievements of the first 25 years. Everyone now
looks forward to what the new Millennium may bring.
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Naish Felts Employees

1994

-

Picture courtesy of Salisbury Journal)

Launch of Naish Felts Ltd 1994 - (Picture courtesy of Salisbury Journal)
Dieter Huber; Wolfgang Schmid; Canon Bede Cooper; John Naish; May Kiddie
(Mayor); Robert Key (MP); Laurence Notley; Barry Collins; Halstead Knight;
Geoff Naish
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Whilst the official closure of BCW was December 1993, and the
formation of Naish Felts Ltd was 1st January 1994, BCW started to
transfer orders from September 1993. This was before any
equipment was moved from BCW.
On first glance it was difficult to see how the 20,000 sq. ft. BCW
cutting dept. could be accommodated in the planned refurbished
building at Naish Felts Ltd of 10,000 sq. ft. However a significant
part of the ex —BCW cutting machinery was in poor condition and
some beyond repair. Therefore only the better equipment was
installed including the large guillotine and a beam press.
In preparation for the transfer of business, and having examined the
BCW sales listings, stocks of regular grade felts were built up. (It
was not known as to what actual stock would be taken over from
BCW until late December). Additional staff were recruited,
including at least two of the original employees made redundant in
1991.
Despite the preparations, delivery times did increase substantially in
the first few months of 1994.
The only BCW employees to transfer, were the Northern Area sales
representative Alan Platt, and the Scottish agent John Burns. They
joined the existing salesman from E V Naish Ltd, Graham Bryant.
After approximately 2 years, Alan retired and the opportunity was
taken to appoint 2 ex Fulda representatives to give full coverage
throughout the country.
An official celebration day was held in February, with the cutting of a
cake showing the link between EVN and BWF. Two German
Directors (Wolfgang Schmid and Dieter Huber) and four British
Directors (Laurence Notley, Geoff Naish, Barry Gollins and John
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Naish) were present. Robert Key M.P. for Salisbury officially
opened the refurbished cutting department.
Naish Felts got off to
an excellent start in
1994.
January
Turnover grew rapidly
in the first three
months and was soon
greater than our best
ever year in felt
manufacture in the
late 80's.
The cutting of large
quantities of small
The cake binding Naish Felts to EVN and
was
washers
BWF 1994
undertaken at BCW
approx. 3" wide —
coils
felt
from
on several machines, cutting
machines that needed a tool setter for about half an hour at every
change of tool. It was decided not to follow the same route, but to
install a second compact cutting press, similar to the "daisy washer"
cutting machine already installed. This did however have one
drawback of having to cut on paper, and resulted sometimes in paper
washers being supplied to customers mixed in with the felt washers.
Particularly where customers soaked the felt washers in oil, the
additional paper was not appreciated.
Further investigation into the latest available cutting equipment, led
to investment in our first CNC travelling head cutting machine by the
end of 1994. This cuts from full width roll material on a continuous
belt. This removed any cutting down of rolls initially, resulted in
much faster cutting, and gave much-improved yields, due to the
accuracy of the positioning of the tools. When installed, this new
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machine only operated for about 5 —6 hours per day, but it quickly
enabled new business to be won, and was followed by a second
machine in 1997.
machines
These
were suitable for
most cutting, up to
square.
450mm
However, above this
cutting
size,
continued on manual
In June
presses.
1998 an automatic
roll fed beam press
installed
was
rapid
enabling
cutting of larger
This
components.
quickly
was
followed by the
purchase of a very
splitting
accurate
After
machine.
some success in gaining new business on a basic kiss-cutting
machine, a new very accurate machine has been installed early in
2000.
The partnership with BWF has not only meant immediate access to a
full range of pressed felts, but also to a wide range of needlefelts in
various fibres, including polyester, Teflon and Kevlar. Additionally,
since the introduction of the two CNC travelling head machines,
offering rapid cutting, Naish Felts Ltd has been able to produce other
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related items competitively, including non-wovens and some
specialised foams.
After a couple of false starts, the programme to achieve the IS0.9000
quality standard was re-commenced. The standard was successfully
achieved in February 1997. It has had benefits both internally, as
well as externally and has been essential for achieving new business
particularly in the automotive trade.
Naish Felts and Wallgate together now employ just over 80 people,
which was the average number thirty years ago. New skills were
introduced, such as sewing, adhesive backing and kiss -cutting.
Surgical felt has continued to be sold in large quantities —the change
over in manufacture to our German partners was successfully
achieved after lengthy trials. Hammer felt soon really became a thing
of the past —very sad, but one cannot stand still.
Naish Felts, after six years hard work, is now firmly established, and
the management team of Laurence Notley (M.D.), Geoff Naish,
Barry Gollins and John Naish, together with Michael Coombs
(Financial Controller) and David Legatti (recently appointed as Sales
Manager) represents a strong team, and looks forward to developing
new customers and new markets.
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THE FUTURE
The year 2000 looks like being an exciting one. Plans are being
formulated for a considerable modernisation programme, so that both
Wallgate and Naish Felts can benefit from well integrated buildings
in closely knit blocks, each area large enough for office and
production accommodation. The plans should leave plenty of space
nearby for future expansion, for loading, for visitors and for car
parking.
FINALLY.
The history of the first 200 years of E.V.Naish Ltd makes fascinating
reading to me, and I really hope it is of interest to all employees and
well wishers.
It is a story of ups and downs, successes and disasters. Throughout
the whole time, I really feel the mood has been: " we must keep going at all costs —what do we need to change ? "
rather than: " we are doing badly —let 's close down and sell out —we'd probably
make much more."
The switch to felt manufacture in 1858-59, the 1957-61 re-building
programme coupled with the switch to AC, the start of Wallgate in
1975, the cessation of felt manufacture in 1991, and the formation of
the joint venture company Naish Felts in 1994 are all examples of
brave decisions and faith for the future. May that faith continue for
many years.
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