
The Saw Mill

This photograph shows Edmund Cullimore (in a bowler hat) with his
employees from the Saw Mill in Thornbury, following a major fire in
1899. The sign says that they intended to re-build Cullimore’s Saw
Mill and they did!

Edmund Cullimore was a timber merchant originally from
Rockhampton.  In 1886 he bought a piece of land between St John
Street and Gloucester Road where he eventually built a home for
himself that he called Shen and then two other houses next to it.
However his first project there was a Saw Mill, which was in
operation by 1889.

The long wagons that brought the timber were famous in
Thornbury. Swinging round the sharp turn from Gloucester Road
into St John Street was an impressive manoeuvre which the horses
were said to judge better than the drivers, although occasional
newspaper reports of damage to the Royal George imply that even
they could get it wrong.

The accident rate at the Saw Mill was notorious even for a time
when industrial injuries were common. It was often said that you
could tell who worked there by counting their fingers. A typical
example is the case of Charles Reeves reported in the Bristol
Mercury of 1890. “On Monday Charles Reeves, 27 years of age



living at the High Street Thornbury was working at a saw mill in
Thornbury when in “squaring” a piece of timber his hand slipped
underneath the saw and four of his fingers were cut off. He was
taken to the Bristol Royal Infirmary where his injuries necessitated
his detention.” More seriously still, in 1917 William Penduck was
crushed and killed by the drive on the lathe.

At the far end of the site the wood was stacked to dry. The piles of
timber seemed to have provided tempting but dangerous “dens” for
young children to play.  A by-product of the drying process was tar
which drained off the wood to form pools.

 A former resident, Jack Pridham described them graphically “two
wood tar ponds, inky black with hard, high gloss surfaces covering a
deep oily liquid which spawned rivulets of tar which, like volcano
lava, flowed menacingly towards the outside world. The shiny
surfaces of these ponds beckoned small boys to come nearer …... If
seen by Saw Mills workers we were chased away”.

The Saw Mill had an unexpected advantage for Thornbury. Burning
the wood waste could generate electricity using a gas
powered engine to power the mill.   Francis Grace, the son in law of
Edmund Cullimore, soon realised that the surplus electricity could
be exploited. Properties neighbouring the Saw Mill were soon
connected to the power plant. This scheme was later extended to
the Workhouse, the Cinema and Morton Mill.  At this time it was the
only source of electricity in Thornbury and an interesting early
example of renewable energy.

The project of bringing electricity to Thornbury caught Francis
Grace’s imagination and he was keen to press ahead with his plans.
His father Edward Mills Grace was less keen as can be seen in a
letter he wrote to his son;

“The people in Thornbury are not go ahead enough to take the
electric light and I should think they would want a guarantee not
only that it was to be kept going but also that the price should not
go up.”

Well you would, wouldn’t you?

Thornbury and District Museum is open Tuesdays to Fridays from
1pm to 4pm and from 10am to 4pm on Saturdays.  This account
and other stories and photographs are also available on our local
history website thornburyroots.co.uk


