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TADS Newsletter

Website - www.tadshistory.com

Next Meeting - Monday 13t July 2026 at 8 pm, at
Baughurst and Heath End Village Hall, Heath End Road,
Baughurst RG26 SLU.

‘The Lady with the lamp - The
Florence Nightingale story’

by Paul Whittle

Paul will examine the long life and many achievements of this remarkable
Victorian lady, widely credited as the founder of a professional nursing
service. He will talk about the people and places associated with her and

look at the Crimea as it was shortly before the Russian occupation in 2014.

(Everybody welcome - visitors £4.00)

If you wish to stop receiving the Newsletter please email Richard Brown
or notify Carol Stevens or a Committee member.
Comments, queries and suggestions to Richard Brown (0118) 9700100,

e-mail: richard@ilexind.plus.com or Carol Stevens (0118) 9701578

www.tadshistory.com




Future TADS events:

August - no meeting.

Monday 14th September 2026 in Baughurst and Heath End Village
Hall

‘Rover Scouts during the war’
By Brian O’Neill

TADS Last Meeting, 8th June 2026

'It takes the biscuit' — a history of biscuit making in
Reading, Berkshire
by Nigel Crompton

Nigel's alternative title is 'To dunk or not to dunk. That is the question?'
What is not in doubt is that biscuits play a big part in British life. An average of
8.5 kg (18.7 1b) eaten per person per year or nationally about 329 million per day.
That's an awful lot of biscuits, no wonder the industry is worth £600,000,000 a
year.

Biscuits have a much longer history than you might expect. Fig Rolls
date back to ancient Persia, Rich tea to the early 1800s and Club as long ago as
1912. Yet Hobnobs are very recent (1985). Of the savoury biscuits, Water
biscuits date from 1800 and Cream Crackers 1885. And Reading? It really was
Biscuit City (although still waiting for official City status). Nigel has identified
about 20 biscuit makers who were active in the town between 1800 and 1840, and
there were also 12 flour mills. Meaby and Co had six premises in Reading and
one in London. They originally came from Baughurst. Serpells came from
Plymouth after their factory burned down in 1899. They specialised in 'Hard
Tack' and dog biscuits. Their initial fortunes in Reading were not much better as
their factory burned down in 1904. They were helped out by Huntley and Palmers
and continued in business until 1959.

Of course Huntley and Palmers were the biggest and best know biscuit maker in
Reading. In 1822 Joseph Huntley opened a bakery in London Street, Reading
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with three employees and his son Thomas as Head Baker. In 1832 son Joseph
junior started making biscuit tins which was the foundation of the firm of Huntley,
Bourne, and Stevens. In 1838 Joseph Huntley retired, but son Thomas proved to be
a poor business man and in 1841 George Palmer joined the firm which a year later
became Huntley & Palmers. In 1846 they moved to Kings Road and had grown to
41 employees. In 1857 Thomas Huntley died and that was the end of the Huntley
connection, but the firm's named was not changed. The firm grew steadily so that
by 1916 they employed 5,800 and supported another 14,000 jobs throughout the
country. The biscuits were exported all over the world, and recognised for their
quality.

Huntley and Palmers annual shopping list was 12,000 tons of flour, 2,350
of tons sugar, and 1,150 tons of butter all used in making 400 varieties of biscuits
including variations. They also made breakfast cereal until WWIL.

As with so many things World War I brought changes. Part of the factory
was used to make 60,000 18lb artillery shells, men and women were no longer
separated in production areas, and they had women in their own police force. Their
Government contracts in WWI were worth about £47 million in today's money.
After the war a biscuit factory was established in France, but at the onset of WWII
all the English staff returned to Britain.

As Quakers the owners always treated their staff much better than many
employers. They were also community minded supporting Reading's University,
the Royal Berkshire Hospital, and gifting facilities to the town such as Palmer Park.
The Huntley and Palmers fire brigade was much larger than the town brigade and
was happy to work in the town as well as the factory. They also had an extensive
internal railway which as coal fire locomotives are not exactly hygienic used
fireless engines. These had pressure vessels instead of coal fired boilers which
were filled from an external steam source.

In 1921 the company amalgamated with others to form Associated Biscuits.
This proved to be the top of a long slippery slope as they slowly lost their pre-
eminence until by by the 1970s hampered by old machinery and an aging
workforce Reading closed down and production was moved to Hyton, Liverpool
and Bermondsey, East London. In both places labour was much cheaper than
Reading. In 1978 demolition of the factories started and today only one building
remains, converted to expensive apartments. The Huntley and Palmers name was
resurrected in 2006 and is now used by a company based in Sudbury, Suffolk
which is making and selling many of the traditional varieties of biscuits.

Huntley and Palmers were famous for their biscuit tins made in all sorts of
shapes, with complex decorations. The finest can sell for well over £1,000.
Reading Museum houses the Company archives and has many displays about the
company, including a selection of tins, including some of the naughty ones. (The
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Museum’s website also has a lot of information and photographs). Nigel had a
couple of fine tins which he showed us after his talk.

Beatle John Lennon apparently asked to be paid in tins of Bath Olivers
which he liked, but really because they might get past the taxman. I can’t recall
ever trying them but Nigel described them as chocolate coated Hard Tack.

Nigel, thank you for your very interesting talk about one of the three Bs*
of Reading, all of which have now left the town.
Richard Brown

* The three Bs were Biscuits, Bulbs and Beer. Namely: Huntley and Palmers,
Suttons Seeds, and Simmonds Brewery.

GESTIVE|

(SWEETMEAL)

A classic Huntley & Palmers Biscuit tin, once found and
reused all over the world
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It really is a Huntley and Palmers biscuit tin!

Ideas for Speakers

Bernie is working on ideas for next year’s (2027) programme of talks. If you
know of any suitable speakers or have subjects you would like to be covered,
please let us know. Email Richard or speak to Carol or Bernie at a meeting.

The Royal British Legion

The Tadley Branch of the Royal British Legion are celebrating the centenary of
their founding with a service at St. Mary’s Church, Tadley in September. They
are particularly interested in making contact with former members before the
event. Photographs relating to the Tadley RBL are also most welcome.
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Donnington Castle, Newbury, tours.

David Peacock who gave a talk about the castle in April last year, mentioned
at the end of his talk in April this year that English Heritage were going to
arrange some guided tours of the castle remains. There has been a fair bit of
confusion over how to book the tours but the latest information from David is
the tours are now live at: https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/donnington-castle-
guided-tours-tickets-1988322554284

David Peacock will be one
of the guides.

Natural History corner

A Painted
Lady butterfly
feeding on the
lavender in our
garden last
month




What's on? Events which may be of interest.

Milestones Museum The website to buy admission tickets can be found
at: https://www.milestonesmuseum.org.uk/

No special events listed at the moment.

The Willis Museum and Sainsbury Gallery

18 Jul — 1 Nov: I Grew up Nineties (sic) more than 200 objects and
artworks of the period on display.

Also 18 July - 23 Aug: Basingstoke in the 90s - a display.

The next Sunday afternoon talk will be on 27th September.

Friends of the Willis Museum (7.30pm at the museum, non-members £5.00
and please book by telephone on 01256 465902)

16 July - A History of Army Medical Science by David Wiggins

David takes us from the early history of army medicine through to the
present day.

Basingstoke Archaeological and Historical Society (7.30 at Church
Cottage, Basingstoke)

7th September- The Winchester Cathedral Mortuary Chests Project
By Dr Heidi Dawson-Hobbis — University of Winchester

TADS annual membership is £25 per person.
Correspondence to Tadley and District History Society,
c/0 5 Church Road Pamber Heath Tadley. RG26 3DP
Email: tadshistory@googlemail.com
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