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THEN       NOW 

 

The people in this historic photograph on the left are walking out of Lenham along the High 

Street. The lady with the long black skirt and the hat would today be passing the new alms 

houses. The arrow in the modern photo to the right points to the brick building which is in 

full view of the old photograph. Where there was a garden to the right is today the Chopstick 

and Bowl and the hairdresser in the modern building which obscures the view to the church. 

The entrance to Court Lodge is just out of sight to the right. 

The ladies' long dresses were a clear hint that the photo was 

taken before WWI, and the second hint were the 

gentlemen’s  straw hats.  This type of hat, a Boater, was first 

and foremost only worn for summer sports e.g. boating where 

it gets its name from. However, by 1890 it had become 

universally accepted and was also worn in London, leading to 

a shortage of straw. ‘The Tailor and Cutter of 1895 reported, 

‘The straw-hat boom has boomed still more boomily, and the 

farmer is crying out that the wheat crop is short in straw.’ 

Unlike other hats for men, the cylinder, the bowler and the flat cap, the ‘boater was worn by 

all social ranks and had  no class distinction’. 

Was there a major sporting event in or around the 1890ties?   

From 1866, for many decades, the "Foresters' held their annual fete in July in a meadow near 

the village. It attracted the best runners from Kent and London and at some point, 2000 

visitors.  

Today there wouldn't be a place to park!  

Who were the 'Foresters'? They were a 'friendly society" in which people join together for a 

common or financial purpose' i It is perhaps best described as a not-for-profit insurance. In 
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times before state benefits and National 

Insurance, it was down to the individual to 

provide for times of hardship., illness or 

funeral expenses. Agricultural workers could 

not afford this as their income was too low. 

The Corn Laws of 1846 had introduced free 

trade and allowed cheap imports, which 

caused a major agricultural recession. Many 

rural workers ended up in the Hollingbourne 

workhouse, which was a far cry from the 

more humane regime of the old workhouse in 

Lenham. Lenham churchyard has many 

unmarked graves which indicate that a 

headstone was just too expensive for most. It 

was in response to hardship that, in September 

1866, a Court of Foresters was set up in the 

'Dog and Bear' in Lenham. It was named 

'Perseverance 4949' and later changed its 

name to 'Court Douglas' in honour of James 

Douglas Stoddart of Chilston Park, whose 

name and legacy lives on in the Douglas alms 

houses on Faversham Road.  In 1872 the patron of the Foresters was J.D.S. Douglas and one 

newspaper article described that the Foresters parade out of Lenham to Chilston Park where 

they were given refreshments. In the chair of the association was always one of the leading 

members of Lenham society at the time. For example, Mr. Hatch ( formerly New Shelve, 

then Grosvenor House, the benefactor of the Hatch Charity which is still going strong today) 

or Mr. T. Powell from East Lenham, in the 20th century it was Major Wiliam Pitt, who lived 

in Lenham Court on Ham Lane and was the owner of the Turkey Paper Mill. 

In 1883, the court had 200 members. At that time Lenham had ca. 2000 residents. According 

to Wiki source ii 26 to 28 % of the overall population were adult men ( potential members of 

the society). This would mean that Lenham had 560 adult men and 200 of them were with the 

Foresters.  

The 'Dog and Bear' is closely connected to 

the Foresters and has been described as their 

'clubhouse'. The dinner was a highlight of 

the event. In 1873 the Kentish Mercury 
iiipublished:  LENHAM.-Foresters' Fete - 

The members of Court Douglas A.O.F. held 

their anniversary on Wednesday week. At 

half past eight they assembled at their Court 

House, the Dog and Bear Inn, and from 

thence they proceeded to the residences of 

J.T.Hatch Esq. and Dr. Hubbard. They next 

attended Divine Service at the parish church, where an excellent sermon was preached by 

Rev.D.D.Parkin curate. After the service , the town was paraded by the members 

accompanied by the Brass band, and a visit was paid to Chilston Park, the residence of the 

generous patron from which the court takes its name, J.D.S.Douglas esq. An excellent dinner 

was provided by Mr. Woollett of the Dog and Bea Inn of which 100 partook. The chair was 

occupied by Dr. Hibbard. The usual toasts having been disposed of, an adjournment was 

made to Mr. Woollett's field where a variety of amusements were entered into.'  



It is likely  that Mr. Millgate ( above on the photo) with his wife and his two daughters took 

over the Dog and Bear after Mr. Wollett had died. Consecutive landlords of the Dog and Bear 

provided hospitality to the Foresters up to the 20th century when the Ellis family ran the pub.  

The Foresters Meadow and Foresters Hall 

In the early years the festivities took place in a meadow owned by the 'Dog and Bear" 

between Ham Lane and the railway station. In one newspaper article the location is described 

as 'opposite' to the railway station. However, in living memory, the building which is toady 

the Social Club was known as the 'Foresters Hall' and the garden behind the 'Forester's 

Meadow.  

The 'Fest' in olden days  It always started 

off with a church service and the festive 

dinner at the 'Dog and Bear'. Pomp and 

circumstance were provided by a parade in 

which the members proudly carried their 

flags and banners to  music by the Lenham 

brass band. There were races on foot 

(handicaps over 150 yard, 300yards, 800 

yards and even 1 mile). There were also 

bike races and hurdle races. Competitors 

came from London and many Kentish 

villages and towns. The locals only had 

one guaranteed  chance to win by having 

their own race for locals only! However, 

there were not only sports. In 1885, the 

famous Adèle Libra from the 'Aquarium' 

in Brighton performed with great success 

her Slack Wire and Trapeze Act to an 

excited audience. ...iv   It didn't stop there: 

'The dancing, and the kissing and 

swinging and tossing and coconut 

throwing and trying of strength.... went on 

until dusk put a stop to it all'.  We don't 

know exactly when the Forester's Fete 

came to an end and the Carnival started 

but the boater hat had long gone and the flat cap had taken its place. 

 
 

i for more information on the foresters go to: https://www.forestersheritagetrust.org/friendly-societies 
ii https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/1911_Encyclopædia_Britannica/Population 
iii Kentish Mercury  August 2, 1873  
iv Maidstone and Kentish Journal, July 27, 1885 
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