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A LOST HAMLET NEAR BUTLEY PRIORY AND ITS THIMBLES

Capel Green

David Boast lives in an old farmhouse at Capel St Andrew. A farm can be traced here from Eliza-
bethan times when Charles Allen farmed 39 acres.' By the 19" century it had acquired the name
Green Farm due to its proximity to Capel Green, an 11-acre common shared by all the cottagers
and flanked by two streams which rise from springs nearby (Illustration 1). In earlier times it was
known as Wantsall Green. Readily available pure water and the large shared green made it a most
desirable place to live. The medieval south-north road from Bawdsey to Snape did not cross it but
ran on the dry ground just west of the spring line. The streams were diverted at the bottom of the
Green; as ‘Okeland Brook’ they drove the mill-wheels of Butley Priory 250 yards distant, receiv-
ing more water from Asholt Wood [alias Watery/Waterhouse/Water Wood]. From Norman times
people living round the Green found employment in the Priory Precinct, and later in the Mansion

house and on Abbey Farm.” They used the footpath considered redundant by Butley Parish Coun-
cil in 1950.°
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1. Capel Green in 1881 and its springs. Children could play there and men used it for the rough ball game
known as camping. The Butley Priory site is on the right.
(Map permission Ordnance Survey)

The names of a few medieval residents round the Green were preserved in those of tenements:
Badlies, Dames, Sendreds, Hulners, Mellers, and can be traced in manorial court rolls. By the end
of the 16th century the occupiers were recorded as branches of the Blanchflower family, plus the
Smiths, Capons, Bacons, Wellams, Meares and Amies. These men were farmers and copyholders
on the Forth family estate with holdings ranging from % to 39 acres. Unrecorded are the names of



2. View from the Green of the former retting pit with Green Farmhouse beyond.
(Photo: author)

their employees living in four other tenanted cottages. Documents reveal that hemp was grown
here from at least the 14th century. It was harvested and soaked in retting pits - pools created in
the streams - until the outer matter had rotted. Then the smelly fibres could be spread along the
margins of the Green to dry before being processed. In the Sandlings people grew the crop on
their smallholdings and stored it in small timber thatched 'hemp-houses'. Apart from essential use
as cordage it was spun and woven into the coarse textiles needed in a pre-industrial age for sacks,
bags, covers of all kinds, clothing and aprons. Some cottagers or their children owned a few
sheep; these were run with the manorial flocks on the sheepwalks and their fleeces carefully proc-
essed at home to be woven into homespun or knitted.

In the 18th century the Green was embedded in a sporting estate created by Lord Archibald Ham-
ilton and his sister’s husband, the Earl (later Marquess) of Donegal. Much of the heath was still
grazed by sheep, but long belts of conifers were planted as cover for game. At the end of the cen-
tury a survey shows that the tenements around the Green were now occupied by the Sheldrake,
May, Collins, Foulger, Ablett, Webb, Walton, Kirk, Cable, Nunn, Snowling and Reeve families,
and Francis Cook. The farm and its acres were divided between James Stebbing, John Knights
and John Cooper. Noticeable is the amount of hemp being grown, now amounting to five acres.
The timber-framed cottages were gradually being replaced with brick; when Lord Rendlesham
owned the estate he had a reputation for improving tenants' housing. They were usually built in
pairs, with a kitchen opening off the front room, a stair beside the chimney to a bedroom, which
gave on to the other bedroom.



3. The site of John Blanchflower’s Tudor house ‘Sendreds’. Today one pair of cottages fronts the Green.
The others were demolished before World War II.
(Photo: author)

Who were the people who used the Green?

The first census taken in 1841 is the earliest hint we have of the women and children living in the
cottages. A 35-year-old James Stebbing, with wife, seven children aged between 14 and 8 months,
and two 15-year-old servants, farmed Green Farm. The Stebbings were to live there for more than
a century and were succeeded by the Woltons. There were nine inhabited cottages and twenty chil-
dren on the Green itself. The agricultural workers were employees but not itinerant. For the most
part they lived there long enough to raise families, tending to marry women born in Capel or
neighbouring parishes. Apart from a shepherd and a ‘jobber’ all the men laboured on the land,
including Francis Cook, aged 60, living in the cottage below the wood where twenty four years
earlier he described himself as a merchant.’ The cottage and its housekeeper Mary Cook featured
as a smuggler’s hideaway in a famous piece of semi-fiction.® Francis was still there twenty years
later and Ann now aged 81 is described as ‘pauper’. Was she disguised as Mary in Margaret
Catchpole?

In 1851 ten cottages are recorded and fifteen children, only one of whom attended school. The
Wards have four children; the Webbs only one; the Snowdens are father and son, both shepherds,
with three siblings; the older Folchers have two aged lodgers, the younger have four young chil-
dren; the Collings a baby, while Widow Sheldrake, the Smiths and Cranes have no children. The
larger part of Green Farm is occupied by James Stebbing and wife with three younger children; his
adult son and two labourers are digging coprolites, taking advantage of the short-lived boom. The
other part of the farm is occupied by Widow Bett, her five children, baby grandson and a lodger.
The adult son and two daughters work her 12 acres.



By 1861 ten houses have become the norm. Of 15 children in six of them, ten attend school. James
Stebbing, now 58, farms the whole 73 acres with three men and a boy. His grandson is too young
to go to school; son John is a cattle-dealer, married with a daughter at school. The other cottages
are occupied by John Snowling, a rabbit-dealer, with a wife, baby and two children at school. John
Snowden is still a shepherd. His elder son has left home and his younger son has become
‘shepherd’s assistant’. The eldest son of another Snowden, perhaps his brother, is like his father an
agricultural labourer, but three teenage siblings attend school. Poverty compels his neighbour to
take his 9-year-old son with him to work on the land, but two of the four small children are
‘scholars’. The 78-year-old John Hutchley is still labouring as are his son and grandson, but he can
afford to send his two granddaughters to school. The widower James Lucock is a wood carter and
his son an agricultural labourer, as are Smith, Ward, Collings and Crane.

A decade later the elder James Stebbing is still farming with three men and a boy. His wife has a
5-year-old grandson and a young servant. The younger James Stebbing is a labourer with a wife
and seven children ranging from 13 years old to 2 months, no doubt sleeping head-to-tail in their
bed. The Pipes, father and two sons, are shepherds looked after by wife Maria. Samuel Pratt is a
carpenter and his wife Elizabeth a dressmaker, the sole instance in the censuses of a wife with em-
ployment outside the home. As ‘dressmaker’ she probably owned a sewing machine and in her
spare time is likely to have inspired her neighbours with ideas and advice. Also she will have pos-
sessed the fashion-plates which radically influenced home dress-making. The widowed Lucy
Clodd’s son was a carpenter and a gamekeeper boarded with them. George Last gardened (no
doubt at Abbey Farm) and the eldest of his four children attended school. James Snowling worked
as a blacksmith, no doubt also at Abbey Farm, but his father and brothers were labourers as were
the other householders.

Overcrowding in 1881 is as bad as it was forty years earlier. The contemporary O.S. map gives a
misleading impression (see Illustration 1). There are eleven households. Twenty children are
packed into seven cottages with a single bedroom; only the Wards have an extra bedroom for their
six offspring. By 1891 the young Samuel Wolton had taken on Green Farm and worked as a far-
rier. His wife had a small daughter. Charles Wheeler’s wife had two small children to look after. A
wheelwright and the same age as Samuel, Charles probably worked in the yard at Green Farm.
George Snowden was a labourer and milkman, helpful for a wife with seven children to nourish.
Roy Collins (born Butley 1932) recalled in 2012 that when he was a boy Stanley Gladwin of
Green Farm delivered milk to the School in a pony and trap, and this was probably the pattern
some fifty years earlier. The elder James Stebbing’s widow, by now aged 91, described herself as a
farmer and lived with one of her daughters and a servant. All the other men were farm labourers
bringing up families in the same cramped cottages without sanitation or piped water.

At the start of the 20™ century little has changed: Daniel Walton, a retired shoemaker, is living
with his carpenter son in one cottage; Samuel Pratt and his dressmaking wife are still there; Sam-
uel and Harriet Wolton are at Green Farm, although Samuel now uses his wagon in the carrying
business. . There is a cattle stockman and his wife in one cottage and another is unoccupied. But
now the younger men describe themselves as horsemen, whereas in earlier censuses they had to be
categorized as agricultural labourers. Horsemen earned 10/6d per week, 6d more than labourers (as
Albie Whyard born in 1905 on the Green told me proudly) and each had a team of heavy horses on
one of the farms to look after and work with. Joseph Ward, a horseman, had a wife with two baby
girls. Both George Pettitt and his two elder sons were horsemen, perhaps sleeping in a shed, as the
two bedrooms were packed with his wife and five other children.” There are two other cottages
occupied by Wards; Frank senior is still a labourer at age 77 as is his son; his wife and lodging
horseman complete the household; Frank junior has a 13-year-old son working on the land and
there were four younger sons — and two daughters to come. The other horseman, Thomas Richard-
son, and his wife had four children.



The 1911 census makes no better reading as far as overcrowding is concerned. Additionally there
was still no electricity or piped water and none of the roads was metalled. The hardship was se-
vere, but however poor a family might be, no Capel Green wife went out to work, as all the returns
make clear. Her time was consumed in the cottage and vegetable plot, although she often aided her
husband in the field along with their children and, if desperate, could earn 2d per pail picking
stones from the fields for parish road maintenance.

Evidence from the ground

Of these people and all this labour-intensive activity does anything survive? Firstly, the largest
retting pit can be identified at the north end of the Green (Illustration 2). Other clues have come
from the soil. As a gamekeeper David Boast has had access to the land and used his metal-
detector. When the Green was ploughed up - as a result of the Common Agricultural Policy — he
was on hand to rescue numerous surface finds. Artefacts included fragments of prick spurs, a belt-
attachment for a sword, numerous buckles and buttons, crotal (animal) bells and lead shot. Thim-
bles outnumber any other kind of object found. David loaned me his collection of more than eighty
specimens (Illustration 4). Firstly, I arranged them in a rough order of size from which it is clear
that about a quarter of them are too small to fit an adult finger. Could they say something about the
lives of the people living round the Green?

4. Some of David Boast’s collection of thimbles.
(Photo: author)

Needlework

Better-off girls learned to sew from a very early age as finely worked surviving samplers make
clear, and a silver thimble was a popular christening gift until well into the 20" century. Poor chil-
dren like their parents used thimbles of brass to stitch the garments they wore. When their mothers
could afford it, unbleached calico and red flannel could be bought by the yard from a carrier or the



village shop in Butley Street and made into undergarments. Often a worn petticoat was cut down
for a child to wear. A shirt involved some 20,600 stitches and took an experienced worker about
fourteen hours to make.® Even when sewing machines were invented in the 1850s they remained
beyond the reach of the rural poor who continued to stitch by hand everything they needed. The
only exception was the distinctive uniform with crested buttons worn by the menfolk employed on
the big estates as gamekeepers. This livery was made by professional tailors and could cost several
weeks’ wages.

5. Selection of 18th and 19th century crested livery buttons found on Capel Green and near the Priory
by David Boast and Alan Calver.
Samuel Kilderbee, steward for the Wrights and Hamiltons (top left);
Lord Rendlesham, subsequent owner of the estate (bottom right).
(Photos: author)

The learning process

Child labour was an essential part of country life until World War II. George Ewart Evans has fa-
mously chronicled some of the outdoor activities in which children were required to participate.’
They were the gatherers of the family, collecting wild fruits, nuts, eggs, or pails of fir-cones
('dealies') and sticks for kindling. Beautiful watercress grew below Capel’s springs and children
gathered it to sell from door to door, as Harold Chambers of Butley recalled. Labouring families
depended on their children’s earnings to make ends meet. An older child could earn 2d per day as
a mother’s help or school monitress; a few lived-in as servants: a boy in the back'us'’, a girl in the
attic. Even when they could afford to send their children to the village school, parents sometimes
kept them at home to help out, especially to glean at harvest-time, while tiny children, like Marga-
ret Fulcher aged 2, might be sent to school to free a mother to do her chores in field and home.

As there was no school in Capel St Andrew children walked the path ‘Church Lane’ across the
field to Butley's school built in 1842 beside the church. The age-range of children in a single class
made teaching difficult, especially as class sizes grew when education became compulsory after
1870. A bigger classroom for the over-11s was added in that year and the original one became
known as the Infants Room (Illustration 6). After the schools at Boyton and Chillesford closed
Butley's pupil numbers increased and the village hall had sometimes to be used as a classroom.
Chillesford School had a reputation for corporal punishment and Mr Shipp who taught the older
children at Butley was violent, but Roy Collins has nothing but praise for Mrs Richards who ran



the School in his day and instituted the Flower Show - although she was not averse to using the
cane on tiresome boys like Sam Foreman! The biggest influx of children occurred during World
War II when approaching one hundred evacuees arrived to be lodged with any villagers having a
spare room. Roy remembers them standing forlornly in the road outside waiting to be housed. Lo-
cal people felt deeply sorry for them and responded. The children came from East and West Ham.
They brought their teachers with them and had to be taught in the church as there was no room in
the School. (See also ‘An evacuee in Iken’, p 20, below).
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6. Butley National School. The 1842 school-house (left); 1870 classroom (centre); and Airey canteen (right).
It closed in 1959 when Butley Modern School opened and is now a private house. (Photo: J. Hazelwood)

7. Butley School 1910. Thirty immaculately turned-out girls hold their needlework on their laps.
Mrs Shipp is on the right. (Photo: J. Hazelwood)



The need for tiny thimbles

In the later 19" century sewing and knitting were taught as a drill in Standard I, because it pro-
moted dexterity and disciplined movement, and was deemed to be useful for boys whatever trade
they later pursued. The manual published in 1881 had the aim of teaching every child to stitch a
neat seam and to cast on with large knitting needles within a matter of weeks.'' They knitted wool-
len comforters to wear round their wrists. A ‘Thimble Drill” was taught and for this thimbles were
handed out. Every child had to learn to raise the second finger of the right hand whilst bending the
others (difficult for a small child as the manual admits), before lifting the thimble with the left
hand and placing it on the finger. The manual is of interest as it shows that the smallest thimbles
were worn by boys as well as girls.

Top left: (a) Group of early cast bronze thimbles. Crushed brass thimble.
Top right: (b) 20th-century aluminium advertising thimble, originally enamelled.
Bottom left: (c) Steel-reinforced thimbles. Steel crown (left); steel lining visible (centre); detached steel lining (right).
Bottom right: (d) Adult and child’s thimble, the latter without its steel crown.
(Photos: author)

Thimble manufacture

With the exception of a 1930s aluminium thimble advertising ‘Seager's Mother Indigestion
Syrup’ (Illustration 8b), all the thimbles are of copper alloy. The six earliest examples are cast
bronze with spiral indents drilled by hand and date to the 16" century or earlier (8a). Four fit a
male finger. Others are of thin-gauge sheet brass with stamped indents and are cheaply produced.
Twenty seven per cent are reinforced with a steel crown and two specimens have a steel lining (8c,
d). In 1885 the up-market thimble manufacturer, Charles Horner of Halifax, took out a patent for
steel-cored silver thimbles. The brass thimbles from the Green are likely to have been manufac-
tured in Birmingham. Some are of 18"/19"-century shape and the bi-metallic construction may
have inspired Horner, and seems not to have been patented. Few thimbles from the Green are du-
plicates; clearly the thimbles were made - and separately lost - over a period of some 500 years.

Conclusion
Capel St Andrews lost its church in the 16™ century. It never had a school, or shop or pub. Even its



Town House, the rents of which provided Christmas handouts to the poor, was situated in Butley
parish. The civil parish was amalgamated with Butley in 1936 and in censuses it is variously
grouped with other villages. The name of its manor, Tangham, all but disappeared when Tangham
Forest was incorporated with Rendlesham by the Forestry Commission. Houses scattered along the
road known as Capel Street maintain Capel's identity, but the once vibrant community round the
Green and the Green itself are no more. Had Cobbold cast his ‘faction’ differently, the merchant
Francis Cook would have taken his pack-horse round Suffolk to sell braids of smuggled silk made
by the skilled home-workers on the Green. Much later the dresses created by Elizabth Pratt surely
provided opportunities for another generation to undertake trimming and hand-finishing at home.

Valerie Fenwick
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In February this year, the Alde & Ore Association held an exhibition in Orford Town Hall to mark the 60"
anniversary of East Coast floods on the night of 31 January 1953. A highlight was the screening of a new
film ‘Floods of Memories’ made by Orford resident (and member of the Friends of Orford Museum) Angie
Mason, capturing vivid accounts of what happened on this section of the coast, with contributions from,
amongst others, a number of Orford people.

Back in 2007 the late John Anderson lent Orford Museum some photographs of the floods and wrote his
account of the events. His piece was first published in the Alde & Ore Association Newsletter No 33, Febru-
ary 2008, pp 25-6, and we have decided to include it in this issue of the Bulletin, along with Gwennie Mar-
Jjoram’s lively account of an unforgettable weekend.

MEMORIES OF THE FLOODS OF 1953

Every half-century or so weather conditions over the North Sea are such that a tidal surge ensues
engulfing coastal areas of Eastern England and the Low Countries. The basic requirement is that a
southerly wind drives water northward and that subsequently storm-force conditions, from the
North and East, then push it back into the ‘bottle-neck’; this, occurring when a high tide is due,
can cause chaos. In 1897 much of the land around Orford was flooded, so much so that Sudbourne
Hall was threatened and a great deal of money, time and work was necessary to repair the ‘sea
walls’ etc. The required conditions were met again in 1953 when on Saturday at the end of January
a real disaster was in the offing.

st

Water pouring through a breach in the river wall (Orford Museum)
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A wildfowling expedition

I was at home in Orford' that day. It was very rough indeed and although “flight” in such condi-
tions is uncertain, it was the end of the season and I had to try my luck, so in the afternoon set off
and headed downstream along the riverbank. The tide at that time should have been low and I was
puzzled but not perturbed to find it at the level of a lowish high tide. A small flight developed, it
was blowing a hooley and difficult to stand up, but there was a cloud background and good shoot-
ing light. The first two widgeon I shot dead went back seawards like bits of paper — a waste of

The flooded MOD site on Orford Ness, looking towards the village (Orford Museum)

powder, shot and food. The birds were quite low and I found that by letting them pass overhead
and get to extreme range inland before shooting I could land them pretty well at my feet. I went
home with three, well satisfied. Getting back in the storm was hard work; in thigh boots and water-
proofs, [ was wet through with sweat. After a bath and a meal, I decided to go to Wickham Market
for a dance. I drove there in my 1929 Aero Morgan three-wheeler, didn’t find anything to detain
me at the dance and was home and in bed before 01.00.

First alarm

Within an hour or so there was a commotion and yells of ‘Get up, you’re flooded!” so I got up. We
weren’t flooded, the noise came from the Coastguard Cottages; actually they weren’t flooded ei-
ther, though the gardens were, and we had several feet of water in the ‘paddock’ at the side of or
house where we had two large chicken houses. The water was surging across lower Quay Street
but nobody seemed to be in danger, the only houses to escape there were those immediately adja-
cent to the Cross Corners®but all occupants of Quay Street were safe. There didn’t seem to be any-
thing I could do so I went back to bed and slept. To my shame my first reaction was not ‘What a
disaster!’, more like ‘Wow, I’ll be able to launch from the garden!” To east and west there was wa-
ter as far as I could see and at that time it really didn’t look as though the land could ever be re-
claimed.
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The cold light of day

The full extent of the disaster became apparent next morning when the radio began to report on the
scale of the damage and casualties, much worse in the Netherlands then in the UK, but hundreds of
deaths, and it became clear just how lucky Orford had been. Apart from the flooding of Quay
Street there was nothing else actually in the village, but the low stretch of Gedgrave Road adjacent
to the Second Chantry was under water full width. One of the long-term effects was that nearly all
the large trees in Quay Street and on the marshes would succumb to salt poisoning. It was fortu-
nate that in January few pleasure craft were afloat at Orford and certainly nobody aboard, as dam-
age to small craft was widespread.

An heroic rescue

At the weekend the Orford Ness MOD site was practically deserted and only two men, both Air
Ministry policemen, were on duty. They were Harry Brown and Bill ‘Titty’ Riches (he was quite
athletic and had remarkable pectoral development); both lived in Orford. When disaster appeared
inevitable, Titty phoned to report the situation and asked to be taken off; it was the last phone
communication. Harry then made for the lavatory block which was built high so as to discharge
over the river wall, and sat it out, so to speak, on the roof. He said that, unusually, it was the driest
place for miles! His mate made it only as far as a building lower down, and with difficulty, man-
aged to haul himself out of a window and up on the roof. Conversation between the men, even
shouting, was impossible but they signalled to each other by torch so each knew the other was
alive.

Quay House and the Quay, still awash, after the storm (Orford Museum)
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One man who had early realized the likely scenario was Reg Partridge (husband of the late Ettie®,
father of John) and he knew that the policemen were in dire danger of drowning or succumbing to
exposure. Earlier in the evening he had gone to make sure that his open workboat (he was RSPB
Warden on Havergate Island) was safe; he had moved it to a safer and more accessible position,
and had given warning of impending flood to those most threatened or in a position to take posi-
tive action. In the early morning he, with others, boarded his workboat and, towing his tiny pram
dinghy, set off downriver to try and enter Stony Ditch which was quite close to the marooned men
and where some cover from the howling storm might be found. He told me later that the biggest
problem was with floating debris, especially hay
and straw which would foul the propeller, and that
he didn’t much fancy his chances without power,
so left the boat in charge of his brother Francis®,
rather further away from the marooned men that he
would have liked, and rowed his little pram about
200 yards up the creek. He took off each man
separately and was taking a lot of water aboard
even so. It took about two hours to make the dou-
ble journey, but ‘safely aboard’ they set off for Or-
ford into the teeth of the storm. It was too danger-
ous to land at the quay which was taking the full
force of the gale and had waves breaking over it,
but the buildings adjacent gave some cover to
Quay House and they were able to land on top of
the river wall there and access Quay Street. Reg
had served in the Navy during World War II and
his superb seamanship and courage earned him a
well-deserved British Empire Medal. Another
member of the rescue party, Vic Brinkley, received
a Queen’s Commendation for Bravery.

Reg Partridge with his medals. The BEM is the one
on the left as you look at the picture
(Photo from John Partridge)

The damage

On the Sunday morning father took me for a tour round the ‘flood line’ and we were shattered by
what we saw. Farmers were trying to move their remaining stock to safety but it looked as though
the water had come to stay. However civilian volunteers, mostly farm workers, and the army (who
had presumably been ‘volunteered’) arrived and started to fill the holes in the defences. The
‘walls’ in the Orford area were breeched over a distance, in total, of several hundred yards all of
which had to be infilled and made good. Much later, bulldozers were used to raise the height of the
banks and alter the ditches; the ‘double-wall’ then no longer existed as the inner wall was dozed
level and later became farmland rather than rough grazing. On the Sunday afternoon I walked
some of the ‘tideline’ and was astonished at the number of wild birds and animals which had
drowned. Rabbits, rats, voles etc and particularly hares, which are excellent swimmers, also pheas-
ants, partridges and smaller birds, all had been caught and overcome. Even if the birds had been
able to get off the ground they would probably only have been blown into the water in the dark.
There were, of course, no ducks! For myself, I was very thankful to have got off the wall before
the wave hit; being a strong swimmer wouldn’t have helped much. After a couple of days the wa-
ter receded a bit and we were able to get to our chicken houses with some food; the birds had had
to sit on their perches during that time and were pretty hungry!
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Six months later — a repaired section of wall (Orford Museum)

What of the future?

We are overdue for another flood and are fortunate that all the required conditions have not oc-
curred at the same time. The weak points are probably at Slaughden and East Lane, Bawdsey. A
break at either or both could well result in inundation of all the low land around Orford. Be
warned! There will be another flood.

John Anderson

Notes and sources

1. John’s family home was the Old Friary, Broad Street, Orford.

2. The junction of Broad Street, Daphne Road, Church Street and Quay Street..

3. See Orford & District Local History Bulletin 4, Spring 2005, p 18.

4. Francis Partridge, father of Drussie, lived with his wife Gwen in Quay Street. He drew the map showing
Orford’s shops and businesses published in Bulletin 17, Autumn 2011, pp 2-3.

See also Most Secret: the Hidden History of Orford Ness by Paddy Heazell, The History Press, 2010, pp
152-5.
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