
The Maltster's Tale

John Ellwood, son of Daniel and Ann, was born in 1790 at Hugill, Westmorland and 

baptized on 10 April 1790 at Kendal. His occupation was recorded as miller and maltster. 

It is likely that he followed both occupations at the same time, both dealing with 

processing grain. While milling grain involves grinding into flour, malting is the process 

whereby barley is coverted to malt for use in brewing beer and making whisky. To make 

malt the barley is first soaked in water in a steeping pit for a day or two. The grain was 

then drained and transferred to a couch a wooden container where it was piled about 30 

cm deep. The process of germination would then start and heat was generated. After a 

day or more depending on the weather conditions and the maltsters 'recipe' the 

germinated grain was spread on the 'growing floor' to a depth again dependent on the 

weather conditions to allow growth to take place. It would be turned regularly to 

promote even growth and ventilation, being gradually thinned and out moved along the 

growing floor towards the kiln. During this stage of growth a pleasant smell was given 

off, roots appeared and the interior of the grain became softer and sweet tasting due to 

the starch being changed to maltose, a sugar. The process was halted by drying before 

the stem burst out of the grain. Drying in the kiln was a slow process taking two to four 

days depending on the desired colour of the finished malt. After sieving the malt would 

be stored for several months for the flavour to develop. Malting was obviously a skilled 

job and in the early nineteenth century the senses of sight, smell and taste would be 

used to control the process. Malting took place in long low malt houses most towns and 

larger villages having one in the eighteenth century but as the nineteenth century 

progressed the process became more centralised and mechanised in larger maltings such 

as those at Snape, Suffolk (now a concert hall) and Langley beside the Titford Canal in 

the Black Country. Malted barley was subject to tax from 1697 to 1880 but it was not 

simply charged on the finished product, rather it was calculated in a complex manner 

during the malting process. Therefore there were numerous regulations in place 

concerning construction of the cistern and couch-frame so that the revenue officer could 

'gauge' the grain. Notice had to be given before malting commenced and there were 

regulations about limits to the duration of various processes. There were even 

regulations about the time of day various processes could begin or end and a ledger had 

to had to be kept to record the process and the gauging of the grain at different stages. 

The gauge of the grain was based upon the volume at different stages. This made the 

complex process of malting even more difficult because of having to satisfy the 



requirements of the excise man.

Daniel married Mary Jackson, his first cousin and daughter of Richard and Mary Abbay, on 

29 November 1817 at Kendal. Mary Jackson was born in 1791 at Hugill, Westmorland, and 

baptised on 22 December 1791 at Kendal. It is uncertain if John and Mary were 

enumerated in the 1841 census but no record can be found. However they were included 

in the 1851 census at Harrisons Yard, Kendal, Westmorland. John died on 6 February 

1861 aged 71 at Highgate, Kendal, the cause of death being recorded as chronic 

bronchitis and disease of the heart. A few weeks later Mary was enumerated in the 1861 

census at Gawiths Lane, Kendal. She died on 19 April 1866 at Widows Hospital Highgate, 

Kendal aged 75, the cause of death being recorded as paralysis so that it is likely that 

she suffered a stroke.


