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Suffolk SmackS and u BoatS

“a tough old game”

Some years before he died Ralph Brinkley, Orford's late harbour master, showed me a large collection of 

glass negatives and photographic prints made from them. There were 50 in total, 30 of which showing 

typical East Coast sailing trawlers, bore the legend “sunk by submarine”. The other 20 were steam drift-

ers or trawlers most of which survived the war, some lasting into the 1950s or 60s, several with service in 

World War II recorded, including the Dunkirk evacuation. Sadly I failed to discover how they had come 

into Ralph's possession, but I was sufficiently intrigued to start researching in Lowestoft and then at the 
Maritime Museum in Greenwich. The more I learned the more fascinated I became by the largely unknown 

struggle between the fishermen along our coast and the U boats in the North Sea. The names given to the 
sailing smacks had their own poetic attraction: Alert, Activity, Boy Bert, and Boy Horace, Challenger, and 

Coriander, Integrity, Iceni, Kathleen, and Kindred Star, Prosper, and Purple Heather, Salacia, and Strive, 

Welfare,Woodbine, Xmas Rose, and Young Frank.

Perhaps one of Ralph's uncles, George Brinkley, from whom he eventually took over as harbour master, or 

George's brother Tom, both of whom served in minesweepers according to the Roll of Honour in Orford 

Church, were fishing earlier in the war. Other local men also joined the navy or were called up as reserv-

ists, many serving on minesweepers or patrol boats. Raymond Lewis of Orford, whose war grave lies in our 
churchyard was one such. However, fishing in the North Sea continued regardless of many extra dangers and 
restrictions. In total nearly 700 British fishing vessels were destroyed by enemy action. 

1913 had been a record year for fish landings and the prospects for 1914 would have seemed excellent. The 
advent of steam trawlers and drifters contributed to this prosperity and at Lowestoft and Brixham in Devon 
large Àeets of sailing trawlers had been maintained and were still profitable. The great majority of smacks 
sunk by U boats were from Lowestoft. Mines accounted for more indiscriminate and usually more fatal 
losses, often with whole crews disappearing without trace. By contrast, sinkings by submarines, at least to 

start with, were less lethal. They took place in short, sharp clusters, notably in the weeks between early June 

and mid- September 1915. This followed the arrival of the so-called Flanders Flotilla, based in Zeebrugge. 

These were new, hastily developed smaller submarines of the UB and UC classes. Their rapid deployment, 
usually delivered by rail for final assembly and equipment in Belgium was a testimony to German efficiency. 
The UCs, at this stage, were limited to mine-laying and the UBs carried just two torpedoes, so reluctant to 
waste them on smaller targets, they preferred to fix demolition charges or 'time bombs' on the smacks. The 
dates and positions of these attacks suggested that a single submarine was responsible for several incidents 

at a time. This supposition was confirmed by consulting the relevant volume of the official German record 

Lowestoft Trawler LT945 Boy Jack,  

a typical fishing smack of the time (Old Lowesto! website)
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of the War at Sea with its summaries of U boat commanders' reports. In many cases a direct link between the 
smacks in Ralph Brinkley's collection and the U boat responsible could be found. Similarly the identity of 
the German commander and sometimes his eventual fate can be traced. Some were distinguished and many 

died. In this process one becomes aware of a certain bond, at least a mutual respect between two outwardly 

different, yet not dissimilar breeds of tough and courageous seafarers. They were thrown into conÀict by 
the hostility and rivalries of their respective nations but, for some months at least, treated each other with a 

degree of humanity and fairness which was admirable but ultimately doomed.

Thanks to the records kept by enthusiasts in this country, like the Port of Lowestoft Research Society, the 
histories of the fishing vessels are also known including the dates and specifications of their building, names 
of owners and the major incidents in the life of each boat. The dates of sinkings are given, often supplement-
ed by local newspaper references and the stories of survivors. Coriander LT 153 was a fine example of her 
generation, built in 1908 by John Chambers of Lowestoft. In September 1914, six weeks after the declara-

tion of war, disregarding the dangers of minefields, in defiance of Admiralty restrictions published in August 
and despite a gale which had kept British destroyers in harbour at Harwich, Tom Phillips, the skipper of 

Coriander was fishing “off the Dutch coast” in company with JGC, skipper Jacobs, also of Lowestoft.

Admiralty Orders for Fishing Vessels were very clear: 
... Fishing vessels are permitted to fish in the North Sea subject to the following restrictions:

(1) They must not go to the Eastward of a line drawn from the Hook of Holland to Sunburgh Head, or to 

the Southward of the Latitude of Lowestoft.
(2) They must not enter or leave any port on the East Coast at Night.

They are warned:

(1) That they are always liable to be captured by the enemy, particularly if they are fitted with wireless.
(2) That they may find themselves in the midst of a Fleet action, of which no notice can be given.

Coriander and JGC were well to eastward of the line described above and were about to find themselves, if 
not in the midst of a Fleet action, seriously involved with the enemy. As dawn broke on September 22nd the 

gale had died down and they could just see three elderly British cruisers: Aboukir, Cressy and Hogue pa-

trolling without their destroyer escort. Lurking beneath the surface was U9, commanded by Otto Weddigen, 
who could hardly believe what he saw through his periscope. Within an hour and ten minutes he had sunk all 

three, prompting a triumphant message to headquarters “Three Before Breakfast!” 

HMS Cressy (1899) sunk 22nd September 1914 Sketch of the Cressy sinking, by Henry Reuterdahl

On his return to Kiel and a hero's welcome, Weddigen received Germany's highest decoration 'Pour le Mer-

ite' from the Kaiser and was promoted to the command of a new and larger submarine U29. But his celebrity 
was short-lived and on 18 March 1915 U29 was rammed and sunk in the Irish Sea by HMS Dreadnought. 

There were no survivors.
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The number of British seamen drowned on September 22nd exceeded British losses at Trafalgar and changed 
forever the Admiralty's sceptical perception of the submarine menace. Amongst those lost from HMS 
Cressy was George Sporton, an Orford coastguard, recalled to the Reserve at the outbreak of war. Coriander 

and JGC, together with two small Dutch vessels did their best to rescue survivors. Coriander returned to 

Lowestoft with 150 men, mostly from Cressy, crammed into her limited space, 69 feet overall with 19 feet 

beam. However Phillips did not escape admonishment and his reward, just £100, to his disgust, was less 
high because he was fishing in prohibited waters. Even so it was equivalent to the annual starting salary of a 
male teacher at the time. One naval officer who survived was a Lt Tyrer; his son Lt Cdr. Austin Tyrer fol-
lowed him into the Navy and in retirement came to live at Gwelfor on the corner of Broad Street in Orford.

Sailing smack Woodbine

Woodbine, pictured on a peaceful day in harbour, is another Lowestoft smack of that era, 61 feet in overall 
length, 16 feet 8 inches across the beam with a draught of 7 feet 8 inches, built in 1906. In 1913 she was 

owned by a Sarah Painter then sold to S. Ling for £650. Is this Mrs Ling in the centre of the picture, or Sarah 
Painter? Does the younger girl belong to the family of the handsome, bearded sailor beside her? What hap-

pened to the young man in the school or college cap on the right, or the lad in the boat behind? Did they, or 

the other men survive the war? One lifebuoy and the 'small boat' lying on deck are the only safety devices. 

That boat would play a vital role on Woodbine's last day aÀoat, July 12th 1915. 

The German naval archives confirm that she was one of a group fishing 18 miles S.E. of Lowestoft. They 
were intercepted by UB6, whose commander, Oberleutnant zur See Haecker wrote in his log: 

“in the Southwold area out of an English fishing Àotilla, the cutters Purple Heather, Merlin, Speedwell, 

and Woodbine sunk by demolition or set on fire.” 
(Fischkutter was the German for fishing smacks). The crews were ordered into their small boats and Wood-

bine's were later picked up safely by another trawler. £650 was paid in compensation. Some owners, Corian-

der's for one, received up to £1000 but Woodbine was somewhat smaller than average.
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Coriander met a similar end two and half weeks later 20 miles ESE of her home port. Ober Leutnant zur See 
Steinbrinck on a sortie from Zeebrugge in command of UB10 reported the encounter: 

“29th July to 2nd August, towards Yarmouth. On 30th sunk 8 English fishing cutters, Coriander, Fitzgerald, 

Quest, Achieve, Strive ...... by means of explosive charges ...... the crews consisted of 4 or 5 men. With 
one exception they were all cooperative; they offered us fish and other provisions, were in every respect 
ready to assist and even, in one case, drew our attention to a heavy and rapidly approaching cloud of 

smoke ...... one of the fishermen had already been sunk earlier in the same week by UB12.” 
This last comment suggests remarkable resilience in the face of the U boat threat.

The willing obedience, as it appeared to the Oberleutnant, is not surprising under the sights of his gun and 

the smacksmen may have hoped that the warning of smoke on the horizon would prompt him to sheer off. 
The recalcitrant man might easily have been skipper Phillips of Coriander whose defiance of naval authority 
of whatever nationality was already evident. 

Steinbrinck was one U boat commander who survived the war. He also won the coveted 'Pour le Merite' was 
promoted and after rising to prominence in the steel industry, served in WWII in an administrative capacity. 

Due to alleged links with the S.S. he was arrested by the Allies in 1945 and sentenced to five years imprison-

ment, but died in 1949 a year before he was due for release.

The campaign against coastal fishing and commercial traffic, from the German point of view, was a justifia-

ble response to the British blockade of German ports, a strategy which in the long run proved decisive. But 

in the eyes of British public opinion and the popular press it was further evidence of Teutonic “frightfulness” 

like the alleged atrocities in Belgium, “babies roasted on bayonets”, and the killing of civilians when seaside 

towns such as Lowestoft and Scarborough were shelled. It was not long before the Admiralty had the idea 
of arming smacks as decoys, embryo “Q” ships in miniature, with a gun hidden under a tarpaulin and naval 

personnel dressed as fishermen to man the weapons. As soon as a U boat surfaced within range, the White 
Ensign was run up, the tarpaulin thrown back and they opened fire. This “underhand” tactic was immediately 
condemned in the German press as “piracy”. The first U boat to be confirmed sunk by an armed smack was 
UB4 under command of Oberleutnant zur See S. Grosz of whom the German naval staff could only report: 

“On 13th August (1915) UB4 left Zeebrugge with orders to attack commercial fishing off Yarmouth. From 
this voyage the boat did not return.” 

Only after the war could the story be filled in. 

From the English side the following official account was then annexed:
“On 15th August at 18:15 the armed smack Inverlyon, one of four which Capt Ellison (in command at 

Lowestoft) had equipped with 3-pounder Guns, was engaged in fishing near Smiths Knoll Spar Buoy 
when a U boat surfaced nearby. The German officer shouted something, presumably the order to abandon 
ship. The U boat approached to a distance of 30 yards and stopped. The following action ensued. Inver-

lyon hoisted the white Ensign and opened fire. Nine rounds were fired, the first and third penetrated the 
conning-tower, the second round shot away the after part of the tower, the officer fell overboard. The U 
boat passed the stern of the Inverlyon only ten yards distant and four more hits were registered. The U 
boat sank by the bows at an angle of 80 degrees and three bodies surfaced. Only one showed signs of life 

and the skipper of Inverlyon jumped overboard to save him but he sank almost immediately.”
To this Admiralty account was added the sad German epigraph: “Thus there were no survivors.” 

It took a little while for the German Navy to be sure what was happening, since boats sometimes disap-

peared mysteriously, possibly after hitting a mine; but when they did discover the reality, torpedoes or gun-

fire were more commonly used and the option to abandon ship less offered. In fact they may well have had 
evidence as early as 11 August when another armed smack G and E under Skipper Moxey engaged a U boat 
and claimed to have sunk her near Smith's Knoll north-east of Yarmouth. The skipper was awarded £1000, 
a small fortune at the time, and the officer in charge of the naval party, Lt Cdr Hammond, was awarded the 
DSC. However the official list of U boat casualties, finally compiled by comparing British and German 
records after the war, does not list any U boat lost on that day in the whole North Sea. The presumption must 
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be that the submarine concerned escaped and reported the action. With the benefit of hindsight it becomes 
clear that there were indeed several confirmed sinkings by Q ships in July, August and September 1915; but 
all either off the West Coast or in Scottish waters. The only losses from the Flanders Àotilla recorded were 
UC2 off Lowestoft on 2 July after hitting “own mine” and UB4 as described above.  

UB10 was identical in design to UB15  
(shown here in service as the Austro-Hungarian U-11)

UB6 was similar in appearance to her sister  
boat SM UB4 (pictured here in 1915)

July and August 1915 were the worst two months of the war for sailing trawlers off the East coast and the 
best for the Flanders Flotilla. On July 30th UB10 sank more fishing smacks than any other submarine. Since 
there was no room for prisoners aboard U boats it was sensible, as well as humane to order the fishermen 
into their dinghies with time to get away before charges exploded. By contrast with the victims of mine, tor-
pedo or shellfire they were fortunate. Some went through this experience several times. In the opening stages 
it was a campaign conducted with a certain chivalry and mutual respect.

As late as July 1916, a year after the arming of decoy smacks began, there is an extraordinary report in the 
Lowestoft Journal headed: “Account of Sinking of Annie Anderson and Peep of Day”:

“The German commander expressed regret at having to sink their boats but said they had to do their duty. 
A German seaman who accompanied nine fishermen in their the ship’s small boat back to the Peep of Day 

to put charges aboard said they were tired of the war which would be over in three months. Bags of Àour 
were taken from the doomed vessel before she was sent below. Two youthful fishermen, who were suffer-
ing from cold owing to their being drenched were taken below to the cabin of the submarine where they 

saw about twenty Germans. A gramophone was playing at the time. The cabin was the full length of the 
submarine mostly fitted with bunks (actually this impression must be inaccurate, there had to be room for 
controls, torpedo tubes and engines!). The mate told them he had been on an English passenger steamer at 
one time. Then he had plenty of money; now he was ruined, and wished the war had never started. How-

ever it would soon be over and the British would win.” 

The operations in early summer 1915 are summarised in German archives: 

“From 18 May to 26 June 29 sorties were carried out by nine U boats. 14 of the 59 torpedoes carried into 
the war zone were fired obtaining 6 hits (one unconfirmed). 5 enemy steamers sunk and one armed steam 
fishing vessel (unconfirmed). In addition 9 fishing cutters.” 

The next similar summary records 17 sorties by eight boats, 11 out of 34 torpedoes fired and five steamers, 
plus 21 fishing vessels. It seems that each submarine made about two sorties per month, with four or five 
days at sea of which three would be in the War Zone. Comparatively few torpedoes were fired, with mod-

erate results in terms of tonnage sunk, in which fishing vessels became an increasing element, perhaps to 
compensate for larger vessels.

Having sunk Woodbine and others in July, Oberleutnant Haecker in UB6 had a disturbing encounter on 11th 

August. His account of events after sinking the English fishcutter (sic) Leda would have worried his intelli-

gence evaluators: 

“I made towards the second sailing vessel LT 649 and attempted to persuade the crew to disembark as 
usual by firing a riÀe across the bows. It was observed that the 5 man crew were apparently making 
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strenuous efforts to launch their dinghy. Meanwhile UB 6 unsuspecting approached within 100 to 150 
metres. Suddenly aboard the cutter a screen was torn down, a gun barrel appeared and almost at once the 

first round was fired. We immediately Àooded the tanks but the dive was delayed by the process of re-em-

barking the demolition party. The first shot fell short, as did the second, the third was just over the con-

ning-tower. Before I went below I was able to observe that as the first round was fired the British naval 
ensign was hoisted at the masthead. The crew were not wearing uniform but fishermens' gear. The whole 
incident lasted scarcely one minute.” 

This was the action in which the crew of G and E claimed to have sunk their opponent.

The tone of this report conveys the German feeling that the use of non-uniformed naval personnel in dis-

guise and the last minute hoisting of colours constituted a breach of the rules of war at sea. The British justi-
fied it as their response to outrageous attacks on hitherto defenceless small craft. Larger steam-driven vessels 
could outrun a submarine on the surface but remained vulnerable to torpedoes and the dreaded mines. 

The stories of armed smacks and bigger 'Q' ships loomed large in the popular press and in fiction too. There 
were typical magazine articles published well after the war, one headed for instance:

“MYSTERY SHIP ADVENTURES
TRAP-SHIPS OF THE FISHING FLEET”

Of all the heroic adventures that occurred with mystery ships during the war of 1914-18 none were more ex-

citing than the exploits of the North Sea fishing smacks which decoyed and sank enemy submarines. Actual 
confirmed U boat sinkings by these vessels proved to be comparatively few, but these 'stories' made excel-
lent propaganda at the time and one at least was heroic. However, this action did not take place until August 
1917.

From a series of splendidly over-dramatised depictions 

 of a famous armed smack Telesia alias Hobyhawk

A more realistic account of the action on March 23rd 1916 is given in the magazine article mentioned above. 
Telesia did indeed engage a submarine that day. 

“The U boat made two separate torpedo attacks, missing narrowly each time. On the second occasion 
when Telesia opened fire at shorter range the enemy made a crash dive, so hurriedly that the vessel went 
down steeply by the bows and revealed her propeller - and thought it wiser to make across the North Sea 
to Flanders.” 

Skipper Wharton was awarded the DSC and two of his crew the received the DSM. As for UB13, the num-

ber just visible on the conning-tower in the drawing above; if it was her she only survived another month 
and a day. On April 24th 1916 UB13 blew up off Zeebrugge when driven into mined nets deployed by two 
steam drifters, a technique which, if less heroic, probably destroyed more U boats than the romantic armed 
smacks. Telesia was still aÀoat in I935 when she took part in King George Vth’s Silver Jubilee Fleet Review, 
chosen to represent the exploits of the legendary sailing trawlers.
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Meanwhile at the end of August 1915, owing as much to strategic and political factors as to casualties, the 
attacks on East Coast commercial and fishing vessels dwindled, then virtually ceased. On August 19th the 

steamer Arabic was torpedoed in the Channel with heavy civilian casualties and a bad reaction in the Ameri-
can press, sensitive after the earlier sinking of the Lusitania in which significant numbers of Americans died. 
On August 27th the Kaiser himself ordered that passenger steamers were to be warned. The full weight of 

German submarine power was held in check until early 1917 when the wider course of the war, and the pres-

sure of blockade persuaded him to unleash it without restraint, ultimately a fatal move because it brought the 

entry of the United States into the conÀict.

With the advent of autumn and the traditional 'home-fishing' season the Lowestoft smacks that were left 
were to experience a less dangerous winter, apart from the inevitable hazards of the sea and the Àoating 
mines. It was the fishermen who had borne the brunt of losses that summer and the threat was still there 
under the waves for all they knew.

Armed smacks frequently changed their names and numbers so that they would not be recognised from 
previous encounters. They were also often now equipped with engines for use in emergency. But their 
3-pounder guns were no match for the 4.1 inch weapons of the new larger submarines. G and E became I'll 

Try and finally Nelson. Skipper T. Crisp had already won the DSC for an action in February 1917 against a 

submarine when he commanded Ethel and Millie. On 15 August 1917 Crisp was in charge of Nelson fish-

ing in company with Ethel and Millie to the NE of Yarmouth. At 2.45 pm on a calm afternoon both smacks 
had nets down when a U boat of this newer class surfaced some 6000 yards distant. Crisp shouted “clear for 
action!” The nets were cut away and the engine started, but shells were already falling round them. They re-

sponded as best they could but were hopelessly out-ranged. The fourth enemy shell hit in the bows below the 

water line and the seventh which fatally wounded the skipper struck on deck and penetrated the side. Water 

poured in and Nelson began to sink. Tom Crisp, the skipper's son, had taken over the tiller and his father 

ordered that a carrier pigeon should be launched with the message: 

“Nelson being attacked by submarine. Skipper killed. Send assistance at once.” 

Skipper Crisp was in fact just still alive and issued the further order to Abandon Ship and throw the confi-

The Telisa: probably post-war The Telesia: still in service in the 1930s
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dential books overboard. The small boat was launched but it was not possible to 

save the skipper who was left aboard as Nelson sank  

less than quarter of an hour after the attack had begun.

The crew of Ethel and Millie were taken prisoner and last seen on the U boat's 
deck as she motored away. Their ultimate fate is still a mystery. Tom Crisp and  

his fellows were left to row through the coming night and into the next morning 
when they tied up to a buoy in the shipping channel and were eventually sighted 

and taken into port. In November a posthumous VC was awarded to Skipper  
Crisp and his son received the DSM and his father's decoration from King  

George V. The London Gazette described these events as: 

“daring and defiance seldom if ever equalled in the stirring annals of East 
Coast fishermen.” 

In the House of Commons Prime Minister Lloyd George referred to Nelson in a speech saying: 

“Though armed only with a 13-pounder gun and out-ranged by her opponent, she refused to haul down 

her Àag even when the skipper had both legs shot off and most of the crew killed or injured ...... refusing 
to leave his ship when the few survivors took to the boat, he went down with his ship.” 

Such bravery can only be admired. Even if the armed smacks had less actual success than claimed they 

certainly had a deterrent effect upon the U boats while reports of their actions, despite exaggeration, were 
important to morale at home and to the propaganda war. Fishing still continued although catches were much 

reduced, less by enemy action than by the fact that so many fishermen had joined up and fishing vessels tak-

en over for naval service. When peace came fish stocks in the North Sea had greatly benefited from the war 
years so that the 1920s and 30s were decades of comparative prosperity for the industry.

In the 1990s, when originally researching the background to Ralph Brinkley's photos I was fortunate to 

interview one or two Lowestoft men who remembered the 1920s. Jim Burgoyne first went to sea, aged 14, 
in 1923. His father and grandfather had both been in naval service in WWI. His uncle had died when blown 

up by a mine in 1918. Jim recalled a smack he had crewed aboard being swept by a gale right across to 

Ijmuiden. When the wind eased: “we'd better get back” said the skipper; and he found his way back by lead 
line and looking at the sky: “didn't hold with compass.” Jim himself was on a minesweeper in WWII. In his 

words it was “a tough old game”. So that is my epitaph for the crews of all the vessels in those photos, and 

no less true for the German U boat sailors whose duty it was to sink them.

Richard Roberts

Sources:

Visits to and information from: Public Records Office Kew; Suffolk Record Office Lowestoft; Port of 
Lowestoft Archive; Lowestoft Journal Archive; Maritime Museum Greenwich; German U-boat Records.
Reading:  

 ‘Three Before Breakfast, Alan Coles
 ‘Mystery Ship Adventures’ (extract from magazine series ‘Wonders of the Fishing World’)
 ‘Business in Great Waters’, John Dyson
 ‘Q Ships’, Carson Ritchie.
.

Thomas Crisp VC
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on the front line of conServation

The battle between the competing demands of nature and history is being played out on Orford Ness, a  

remote spit of land on Britain’s eastern coastline. Martin Fletcher, a former foreign and associate editor of 

 the Times, met the protagonists. His article is reproduced here by kind permission of The 1843 Magazine.

Five thousand years ago the short, muddy River Alde Àowed straight in to the North Sea, draining Suffolk’s 
coastal marshes. Then a spit began to form across its mouth, forcing the river to turn south. Over the cen-

turies that spit lengthened as the tides sucked ever more shingle from the north. By the late Middle Ages it 
extended five miles down the coast, curtailing the sea trade of what was then the mildly prosperous port of 
Orford. Today Orford Ness, as it is called, is fully ten miles long – a broad spine of shingle confronting the 
ocean with a soft underbelly of marshes Àanking the river. Nobody lives on the Ness, which barely rises 
above sea level. No trees grow there. On a hot summer’s day, beneath a vast East Anglian sky, it can be 
exhilaratingly beautiful with a lazy blue sea to the east and, across the river, the Norman castle and red-
tiled roofs of picturesque Orford ringed by lush green countryside. But at other times it appears a bleak and 
desolate wasteland, pounded by waves, lashed by rain, Àayed by icy winds, its desolation compounded by 
the sinister remains of the top-secret military experiments that the government conducted there throughout 
much of the 20th century. Six huge concrete bunkers, their walls protected by steep banks of shingle, stand 
silhouetted against the sky like strange Chinese pagodas or prehistoric burial mounds. A grey, windowless 
monolith of a building rests on stilts in the marshes like a stranded battleship. Elsewhere on the stony Àats 
there are crumbling concrete tracks, stunted towers, brick huts in various states of disrepair, the foundations 

of long-razed buildings, rows of fence-less posts and mysterious fragments of rusting steel. A pair of narrow 
gauge railway lines vanish beneath the pebbles. Brambles coil and curl like the barbed wire they replaced. A 
red-and-white lighthouse is less forbidding, but stands perilously close to the eroding shore.
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Flood of information: In December 2015 the remaining antennae from the failed Cobra Mist radar station 

from the late 1960s were Àooded. The roofs of the pagodas on the eastern shore were designed to collapse 
during an accident, sealing inside any nuclear debris. The Ness was on the front line, literally and figurative-

ly, of the three great conÀicts that shaped the last century – the two world wars and the cold war. Arguably 
it contributed as much to Britain’s survival as Bletchley Park, for it was here that the government developed 
bombs, radar and nuclear weapons. Today the Ness is run by the National Trust. A place once dedicated to 
destruction has become a Àagship of conservation, a haven for birds and other wildlife. It is a Site of Spe-

cial Scientific Interest, a National Nature Reserve, a Ramsar-designated wetland site and much else besides. 
As such it is the scene of a subtler, peculiarly 21st-century conÀict of a type that is increasingly common as 
populations swell and land becomes more precious. It is a struggle between competing demands: the con-

servation of one of southern Britain’s last significant tracts of wild land on one hand and the preservation of 
history on the other.
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Two men embody those differing priorities. One is Grant Lohoar, a gruff and somewhat reticent former 
farmer who has managed the Ness for the trust for the past 22 years and is fiercely protective of the place. 
The other is Nicholas Gold, the enterprising, extrovert and strong-willed son of a Suffolk parson who made 
his money as a corporate lawyer in London before retiring to Orford to paint. After a century in which locals 
have been largely excluded from the land that divides them from the sea, Gold wants them to be able to use 
and enjoy it again. To the trust’s consternation, he has bought two remarkable buildings on the Ness: the 
224-year old lighthouse and that great, grey excrescence in the marshes which is, in fact, an American cold-
war-era radar station codenamed Cobra Mist. Those purchases give Gold a substantial say in its future.

Room without a view: Nicholas Gold seen in the cavernous halls of his Cobra Mist radar station. Long ago 
Orford’s menfolk would row across the narrow river to hunt wildfowl on the Ness. They collected oysters 
from its muddy creeks and gulls’ eggs from its marshes. After those marshes were drained in Henry II’s time 
they grazed sheep and cattle there. A few engaged in smuggling, even piracy. Ships were regularly wrecked 
in the treacherous waters off the coast – 32 in a single stormy night in 1627. A succession of rudimentary 
wooden lighthouses burned down, or fell into the sea, until the present one was erected in 1792. Bones, 

shoes, ships’ timbers and metalwork still occasionally wash ashore after storms. 
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Public access to what locals call “the island” ended when the first world war erupted in 1914. The War Of-
fice wanted somewhere Àat, empty and far from prying eyes. Orford was 12 miles by winding country lane 
from Woodbridge, the nearest town of any size, so it commandeered the Ness. Signs were erected, warning 
trespassers of prosecution. Huge amounts of material were shipped over from Orford’s quay, along with 
cheap Chinese labourers and, later, German prisoners -of-war who built sea defences, airstrips and hangars. 

In those early years the Royal Flying Corps, forerunner of the Royal Air Force, used the Ness to test its first 
planes, and to develop bomb sights, aerial photography, night Àying, parachutes, fireproof fuel tanks and 
much else besides. All military work finally ceased in the 1970s, save that of the RAF bomb disposal squads 
charged with recovering thousands of tonnes of unexploded ordnance. The Central Electricity Generating 
Board brieÀy considered building a nuclear power station there, but opted for Sizewell just up the coast. 
Scrap-metal merchants and vandals moved in until the National Trust acquired the Ness in 1993. The trust 
has no other property like it. There is no café for tea, no gift shop selling jams and pot-pourri, little shelter. 
Signs warn of unexploded bombs, and it can be an eerie, uncomfortable place to visit. “It’s almost like all 
the things that happened here, and all the people who worked here, are still present in some way,” Lohoar 
says as he gives me a tour of the Ness one blustery morning. “It’s certainly a place that polarises opinions. 
People love it or hate it. They have very strong opinions about the ethics and morals of what was done here. 

They have strong opinions about how it should be managed or left alone.”

Landscape guard: The National Trust’s Grant Lohoar is focused on protecting the Ness’s natural history. We 
visit the six huge bunkers. These, Lohoar explains, are where the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment 
tested the complex, high-explosive detonators of Britain’s nuclear weapons during the 1950s and 1960s by 
subjecting them to extreme temperatures, violent shocks and intense vibration. “Officially there was never 
any fissile material on Orford Ness,” he says, “but you pays your money and takes your choice on that one.” 
Lohoar unlocks the padlocked gates and takes me inside. The “labs” are mere shells. Their steel girders 
are corroding, the concrete is crumbling and the fittings were long ago plundered, leaving empty halls and 
curious pits. “Anything to do with their function has been robbed, but their real importance is as symbols,” 
he says. “They represent the cold war and MAD (Mutually Assured Destruction). They represent a period 
in our history where civilisation could have ended itself.” Elsewhere on the Ness we climb up metal steps to 
the roof of a building where scientists once measured the ballistic properties of prototype bombs as they fell. 

Over many decades munitions of every shape and size were tested on the Ness, and craters are still visible 
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in the shingle. Bombs and shells still turn up in the marshes, or wash up on the beach. Even now, Lohoar 
has to summon bomb disposal experts every few months. What else happened on the Ness may never be 
known. Too much is covered by the Official Secrets Act, or was concealed by official disinformation. Those 
who worked there are mostly dead, will not talk, or operated on a need-to-know basis. “There are key people 

whose stories we would like to get on tape but they won’t do it,” says Lohoar, who used to stare across at the 
Ness when he was a young farmer and wonder what was happening. Even relatives who worked there would 
not tell him. One recurrent tale is of a wall of burning petroleum, fuelled by underwater pipes, that allegedly 

killed either a German invasion force or a team of English sappers off the Ness’s southern tip during the sec-

ond world war and left their bodies strewn across the beach. It is a fact, however, that a tiny team of scien-

tists led by Robert Watson-Watt raced to develop Radio Direction Finding, now known as radar, on the Ness 
before the second world war. “Very interesting, young man, but time for lunch now,” the minister for war 
declared when Watson-Watt showed him a blip miraculously tracking a distant aircraft for the first time. In 
the event, the boffins’ success gave allied pilots a priceless advantage over their German counterparts in the 
1940 Battle of Britain. Decades later Watson-Watt was caught speeding by a radar gun in Canada and wrote: 
“Pity poor Sir Watson-Watt/Strange target of his radar plot/And thus with others I could mention/A victim of 
his own invention.”

 

Tilting at windmills: Known on the Ness as the Black Beacon, this rotating wireless beacon was an early 
radio navigation system introduced in July 1929. The Ness’s military history is fascinating, but Lohoar is 
keener to show me its natural history. From the top of the so-called Bomb Ballistics Building we enjoy a 
commanding view of the spit, and he points to diagonal ridges that traverse the shingle as if scored by a gi-

ant plough. He explains how each was the crest of an ancient beach formed by storms as the Ness stretched 
southwards – the littoral equivalent of the rings of a tree. Nothing grows in the furrows, he continues, but 
over hundreds of years rare lichens and other vegetation have established themselves on the ridge tops where 

smaller stones offer more protection. The Ness is not obviously beautiful like the Lake District, he concedes, 
but it is “absolutely special ecologically”. It is Europe’s finest vegetated shingle spit, one of its rarest habi-
tats, and extraordinarily fragile. If people walk on it, he warns, it will never recover. “It’s irreversible. It will 
never come back.”
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In similar vein, Lohoar extols the wealth of birds on the Ness – the breeding birds and waders, the avocets, 
marsh harriers, redshanks, lapwings, godwits, golden plovers, ruffs, spoonbills, warblers, stonechats, kestrel, 

barn and short-eared owls. He explains how easily ground-nesting birds are disturbed by humans in such 
an open, exposed environment, and how predators steal their eggs if they leave their nests. Stoats, weasels, 
brown hares, voles and rather too many egg-stealing foxes also Àourish on the Ness. For these and other 
reasons – safety, the ferry-only access, a desire to preserve the sense of wildness and isolation – the National 
Trust restricts visitors to 156 a day on a limited number of days per year and not Sundays or bank holidays. 

It does little to advertise the Ness. No road signs point the way to it. It has scarcely 8,000 visitors a year, 
fewer than one of the trust’s great country houses would attract on a summer weekend. “We have to allow 
access, but not so many it becomes a problem,” Lohoar argues. Broadly speaking, the trust’s policy towards 
the Ness is one of “controlled ruination” or “managed retreat” – in layman’s terms, letting nature take its 
course. In the case of the six bunkers, it means allowing them to crumble. Only one is still considered safe 
enough for the public to approach unsupervised, and restoring them would be prohibitively expensive. With 
walls up to ten feet thick and roofs weighing 1,500 tonnes or more, demolishing them is not an option either.

That approach protects the trust’s finances as well as the non-human species on the Ness. But it has fuelled 
tensions between Lohoar and his nemesis, Nick Gold.

The dock of the bay: Much of the old military hardware has been allowed to decay. In 2011 Trinity House 

offered the trust the decommissioned lighthouse, which was threatened by the eroding shore. The trust 

refused, though the 98-foot tower was a Grade II listed building and a Suffolk landmark with spectacular 

views and a colourful history. The trust argued that erecting sea defences to protect the lighthouse would 

accelerate erosion elsewhere and, in any case, be futile. As Lohoar put it: “If there’s a fight between us and 
the North Sea we know who’s going to win.” Gold took the opposite view. For years he had admired the 
lighthouse from across the river in Orford. He wanted to save it – and let local people enjoy it – for as long 
as possible. He duly bought it for £2,000 plus various liabilities, and with it a right of way across trust prop-

erty from the landing jetty. “Some people prefer a new model Range Rover. I prefer a lighthouse. It’s more 
interesting than a swanky car in the drive,” he says. In defiance of the trust, Gold has since sandbagged the 
shore around the lighthouse’s base to preserve it a little longer, opened it to visitors for virtually the first time 
in its history, and even held summer concerts there. He makes no money from the building. On the contrary, 

he says it costs him a lot to maintain. But he describes saving it as one of his three most rewarding achieve-

ments – alongside the Àotation of Reuters, when he acted for the news agency’s owners, and restoring the 
finances of the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts, on whose board he sat for nine years. He likes to show off 
the lighthouse, and on New Year’s Day 190 locals walked across the Ness for a glass of mulled wine there. 
“Everyone loves lighthouses,” he says. “Two or three thousand people have visited it. We just can’t satisfy 
demand. We could treble that figure easily if we had enough volunteers.”
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Last summer Gold bought Cobra Mist, the over-the-horizon radar station built by the US government in 
1967 to monitor missile and rocket launches in the Soviet Union. At today’s prices, the cost of construction 
was more than £1 billion. Some 750,000 tonnes of material were shipped over to the Ness. Outside its thick 
steel walls a gigantic fan-shaped spider’s web of towering antennae, covering 135 acres, faced towards Mos-

cow. According to local lore, Russian “trawlers” bristling with aerials moored off the Suffolk coast. Lohoar 
claims two Russian “ornithologists” with high-powered binoculars were arrested on top of Orford Castle. 

But Cobra Mist was shut down within six years. Some say it never worked properly; others that it was super-
seded by spy satellites or that it was a victim of superpower arms negotiations. Thereafter the BBC World 

Service used the building to broadcast to eastern Europe until 2011. Gold will not divulge what he paid 

Babcock International, a defence contractor, for the building and all its contents, but he also took on what he 

calls “very significant liabilities” – and another acrimonious dispute with the trust. In 1998, in accordance 
with its policy of managed retreat, the trust deliberately omitted to repair the wall protecting the Lantern 
Marshes at the northern end of the Ness from the river. That may have been ecologically desirable, but in the 
Great Surge of December 2013, water broke through an inner wall that protected Cobra Mist, Àooding the 
land all around.

 

Muddy waters: The hulk of Cobra Mist was rising out of the Àooded Àatland when Gold took me there one 
spring morning. We needed a tractor and trailer to get through the Àood. Outside, the spooky, windowless 
cold-war relic was ringed by masts and Àoodlights protruding from the waters. Inside, it resembled the 
abandoned set of “Dr Strangelove”. Gold led me through Cobra Mist’s cavernous halls – mostly now empty 
except for one that was filled with huge grey transmitters. He showed me an old glass-fronted control centre, 
rooms within rooms to thwart electronic eavesdropping, inner sanctums with beryllium-coated steel doors 

and handles on the inside only.
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We followed labyrinthine passages to offices with fading maps of Europe on the walls, tool shops, a canteen, 
a recreation room, a sick bay. We found old filing cabinets and packing cases stuffed with who knows what. 
We saw internal staircases descending into the murky Àood waters below. We had to explore the upper level 
with torches because it had not been used since 1973 and the electricity was turned off long ago, making 

it eerier still. “It’s a folly of grandiose proportions but I like eccentric buildings, I really do,” Gold replied 
when asked why he bought it. Cobra Mist – like the lighthouse – is a valuable local asset, he explained. He 
hopes to use it to create local employment. A super-fast broadband operator has already erected a mast on 
the roof, and Gold hopes a mobile telephone operator will soon follow (Orford still has no mobile signal). 

He has been approached by production companies interested in using the building as a film set, by a radio 
station that wants to broadcast to the Netherlands, and by the developers of a huge new offshore wind farm 
needing a communications hub. He believes Cobra Mist would be ideal as a data centre, and that the sur-

rounding land could be used for a solar farm, because it still has high capacity links to the national grid from 

its days as Europe’s biggest radar station. Gold has been a member of the National Trust for 30 years. Like 
Lohoar, he says he loves the wildness of the Ness – “a beautiful spooky place” – and has no intention of 
“opening it up to the hordes”. But he does not accept that land that was bombed for half a century can be so 

delicate: “The fact that it doesn’t appear to be in too bad order speaks for itself.” He does not believe that the 
Ness’s sea and river defences should be left to deteriorate. He does not agree that its Àora and fauna should 
be prioritised. He contends that “the trust’s ‘keep out’ policy is taken to extremes”, and that local people 
should enjoy much greater access to – and benefit from – a spit from which they were barred for most of the 
20th century. There have been some heated disputes between Gold and the trust in the past three years: over 

use of the jetty, alleged harassment by trust employees of visitors to the lighthouse, and over the Àooding of 
Cobra Mist. Gold has not hesitated to use his legal prowess to assert his rights – tabling critical motions at 
the National Trust’s annual general meeting, unearthing old contracts to show that the trust was obliged to 
maintain the river defences, and threatening to sue if it did not reverse the Àooding of his property. 

A fragile ceasefire has now taken hold. The two parties recently settled their dispute over the Àooding on 
terms which – like so much else on the Ness – remain secret. Both Gold and Lohoar talk of the need to 
co-operate. But given their different goals it will not be easy. Any relationship is likely to resemble that of 
the sea and the Ness itself: a low-level war of attrition, an endless cycle of advances and retreats that con-

stantly reshapes this curious strip of land.

Martin Fletcher

Photomontage images by Richard Quarrell
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the decline and death of a Parliamentay Borough 

Orford: a brief parliamentary history and the impact of nineteenth century  

electoral and municipal reforms

Economic decline is usually accompanied by a corresponding decrease in political inluence and power. The 

story of the borough of Orford does not follow this pattern. Orford retained its political inÀuence, which was 
based upon the right to return two members of parliament, until the early nineteenth century, whilst econom-

ic decline accompanied diminishing trade through the port from Tudor times onwards. This article attempts 

to explain why Orford was targetted by the Whig parliamentary reformers at the start of the nineteenth 
century and to put this in the context of the long parliamentary history of the borough. Later in the nine-

teenth century further reforms led to the complete abolition of the borough and corporation of Orford and its 

replacement with structures that we are more familiar with today.

 

In 1832 Earl Grey’s Whig government passed the Representation of the People Act which is more usually re-

ferred to as the Great Reform Act. The Act introduced wide-ranging changes to the electoral system in Eng-

land and Wales. The preamble to the Act said that it was intended to take effectual Meaures for correcting 

divers abuses that have long prevailed in the Choice of members to serve in the Commons House of Parlia-

ment.1 Before the reform most borough members nominally represented towns where the number of electors 

could vary widely, from a dozen or so, up to 12,000. The electoral landscape of the country had not kept 
pace with demographic change and as no new boroughs had been established since Newark in 1661, cities 
such as Manchester returned no members of parliament. Frequently the selection of members of parliament 
was effectively controlled by one powerful patron through their control of the borough and its burgesses and 

in such circumstances the term “rotten” or “pocket” borough had been coined to describe the situation by the 

Whig reformers of the early nineteenth century.

 

The worst example of a “rotten” borough was Old Sarum near Salisbury in Wiltshire, which was described 
in The Times of 27th July 1830  as consisting, at present of a large circular mound of earth, surmounted in 

the centre by a smaller mound. Some bushes grow upon the top, and a Àourishing crop of wheat and barley 
occupies the situation of the former rampart, but there is no house nor vestige of a house.2 In 1832 James 

and Josias Alexander, who held the nomination rights at Old Sarum, were the two members of parliament 
representing what was essentially an earthen mound with no residents.

 

Orford was one of the places that the Whig reformers had firmly in their sights when they began their cam-

paign to change the electoral map of England and Wales in the 1830s. The town had received its first charter 
from Henry III in 1256 and had returned representatives to parliament during the reign of Edward I (1272-

1307). The representatives elected at this time would probably have been part of a “new intake” of members 

from the boroughs, as in 1275 when he called his first parliament, Edward summoned nobles and churchmen 
as usual, but also issued orders (known as writs) for the election of two representatives from each coun-

ty (the knights of the shire) and two from each city or town (the burgesses) to attend. Edward I made the 

meeting of parliament a more frequent event and over the course of his reign of 35 years, he summoned it on 
46 occasions. For the first 20 years of his reign it met almost twice a year.The representatives from Orford 
would have been kept busy, although they were called on primarily to listen to and approve the King’s plans 
for new taxes which were principally intended for the waging of war.

It appears that after the reign of Edward I Orford had ceased to return members until the early sixteenth 
century. The History of Parliament: the House of Commons 1509-1558 (edited S.T.Bindoff, Boydell Brewer 

1982), suggests that 1512 was the most likely year for Orford to have resumed sending two representatives 

to parliament. This date fits in well with Henry VIII’s confirmation of Orford’s medieval charters in 1510, 
when the town was governed by two constables assisted by a council of 12 of the leading burgesses. The first 
Orford member recorded in The History of Parliament3 was John Valentine in 1523 (the name of the second 
member is not known; Valentine was followed by Erasmus Paston and Richard Hunt in 1529. The period 
from 1523 to 1558 saw the Willoughby family in control of the nomination of members from Orford during 

a period that was noteworthy for the ongoing disputes between Willoughby and the townspeople of Orford. 
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This dispute is well described in Untold Stories from the Suffolk Sandlings4. Between 1523 and 1558 of thir-

teen members returned only three were townsmen: Richard Hunt, Richard Poty and Thomas Spencer. The 

remainder were East Anglian bar one and included Thomas Seckford the Woodbridge merchant and lawyer 
who became Master of the Court of Requests under Elizabeth I.
 

Orford was incorporated as a borough through royal charter in 1579, with a mayor, eight portmen and twelve 

capital burgesses as the governing body. In the Elizabethen period the townsfolk fared very badly in having 
their representatives returned to parliament, with only one genuine townsman, John Cutting attending in 

1584. There was political pressure from the Privy Council to ensure that members returned from Orford in 
1571 and 1572 would be supportive of the Crown and to that end the Sheriff of Suffolk wrote to the bailiffs 

of Orford on 24th February 1571, one month before the election, as follows: For your better direction herein 

you shall do well to repair unto Aldeburgh for a copy of my Lord Wentworth’s letter sent to the bailiffs there, 

concerning the due ordering of these affairs, purporting the (Privy) Council’s pleasures therein.5

 

Silver Oars: the symbols of office of the portmen 

(courtesy of The New Orford Town Trust)

By the accession of James I in 1603 the dominant interest in the borough of Orford belonged to Sir Michael 

Stanhope who owned the manor and castle of Orford and lived at Sudbourne. Stanhope had the controlling 

interest in the return of members of parliament from 1603 until his death in 1621; being returned himself 
from 1604 to 1614. However, he was not returned in 1614 and this was probably as a result of a dispute 
with the town corporation who nevertheless returned Stanhope’s friend from the Privy Council, Sir William 
Cornwallis and another friend Sir Francis Baildon. On Stanhope’s death his estates were inherited by his 
son-in-law Sir William Withypoll, but he did not have full control until 1624 which may explain why Wil-
liam Glover, a local man, was returned in 1624 alongside Sir Robert Hitcham (the Framlingham merchant 
and charitable benefactor of that town). By 1625 Withypoll had full control of the estates and was returned 

to parliament in that year alongside Hitcham.
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In the second half of the seventeenth century the principal interest in the borough was held by the 

Tollemache family, but the seats were not beyond the reach of other local gentry, inculding Walter Devereux 
(Hereford family) of Butley Priory, Sir John Duke of Benhall and Thomas Glemham of Little Glemham. 
Prior to the election of 1660, Devereux and his brother Edward were sworn in as freemen of Orford at a 
time when their elder brother Viscount Hereford was one of the peers sent to The Hague to assist in planning 
Charles II’s restoration to the throne. Hereford provided 20 loads of timber to enable repair of the town hall 
and the quay in 1661, no doubt to ensure that the corporation did the right thing and re-elected the sitting 
members in that year’s election.The Tollemache and Devereux interests continued after the restoration of 
Charles II. However, there was considerable political intrigue on Orford corporation from 1680 to 1685, 

connected to both the Exclusion Bill which sought to exclude Charles II son James Duke of York from suc-

cession to the throne and the continuing problems of James II’s reign connected to his promotion of Roman 
Catholicism. Sir John Duke was one of the Orford members during this period and he and Lord Hunting-

tower (the Tollemache heir) were on different sides in the matter of excluding James Duke of York from the 
throne. A new charter for Orford was issued in February 1685 with the portmen increase from eight to 12 
by the addition of local Tory gentlemen, however this increase was shortlived and the number of portmen 

reverted to eight again by the end of the century.

 

Prior to 1701 the members of the corporation of Orford alone effectively returned two Members of Parlia-

ment; for example in 1698 there were 20 electors. As can be seen from the brief parliamentary history of 
Orford above, the corporation usually acted under the instruction of a dominant local landowner or under 

pressure from the Privy Council. The period following the Glorious Revolution of 1688, when James II was 

deposed and William and Mary took the throne, was remarkable for the degree of political infighting that 
overtook Orford, additionally the growth of the Whig and Tory parties nationally was reÀected in local pol-
itics. Whereas the chief proprietorial interests in the past had been those of the Devereux family (Viscounts 
Hereford) and the Tollemaches of Helmingham, in 1692 this balance was disturbed by the intrusion of an 

Essex squire, Sir Edward Turnor, grantee of the lighthouses on Orfordness. Turnor had failed to create an 
interest for himself in Aldeburgh and turned his attention to Orford. He offered the corporation the annual in-

come of £50-£60 from the lighthouses and also claimed to be willing to endow a school for the youth of the 

town.6 Turnor’s interest played out at the same time as a dispute as to whether the franchise at Orford was in 
the corporation, a close body consisting of a mayor, eight portmen and twelve capital burgesses, or whether 

the right to vote extended to the freemen of the borough. 

In 1701 the House of Commons decided for the freemen, but as it was the right of the corporation to cre-

ate new freemen it continued to control representation. However, the number of electors increased to 100 

in 1702, whilst in 1710 there were at least 86. Sir Edward Turnor achieved his aim of being elected as one 

of the Orford members by1701. This was achieved in part because of support from fellow Tories such as 

Viscount Hereford and Lord Huntingtower (Tollemache) and in part through the recruitment of new freemen 
through the offices of the mayor Richard Gooding who reported on the admission of at least ten freemen 

who shall all be your friends.7 Turnor continued to represent Orford until his death in 1721.

 

Tory landowners continued to be returned up to 1730 but between 1731 and 1734 a series of legal actions 
against the corporation resulted in the invalidation of the elections of successive mayors, portmen and free-

men and in the forfeiture of the charter. These proceedings were co-ordinated by two of Robert Walpole’s 
Treasury officials, John Lawton and Nicholas Paxton. Robert Walpole, 1st Earl of Orford, was a Whig pol-

itician who is credited with being the first prime minister and he was in power from 1721-42. In 1736 the 
corporation of Orford was re-modelled to ensure a government majority on it, which involved the creation of 
26 new freemen. From this time Orford came increasingly under the control of the Treasury in respect of the 

return of members of parliament. The last contested election at Orford took place in 1738 and thereafter the 

selected candidates were returned unopposed; this situation continued until the Great Reform Act of 1832.

 In 1740 John Lawton wrote to Walpole, I am sure Orford is safe against the world in your good hands.8  The 

corporation put up some resistance and in March 1742 petitioned the Duke of Marlborough in an attempt to 
escape from Treasury control without success. Orford continued to be a safe Treasury borough until 1766. 
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However, in 1753 Lord Hertford had bought the manor of Orford and a considerable estate around the town 
from the executors of the 10th Viscount Hereford, Price Devereux. Lord Hertford began to press successive 
Prime Ministers Pelham and Newcastle to get the Treasury to surrender their interest in the borough. In 
1766 with the advent of the Chatham administration Hertford’s approach bore fruit and George III gave his 
consent for the transfer of control to Lord Hertford. Thus, Orford became the pocket borough of the Sey-

mour-Conway (Hertford) family and this situation continued until 1832. The corporation of 12 burgesses 

and eight portmen were fully controlled by the Hertford family who appointed their non-resident relatives 

and friends to the corporation as required. The inhabitants of the town had no say and elections passed with 
no trouble or expense. In the main the Hertford interest returned members of the family or reliable friends. 

On July 22nd 1831, Sir Henry Bunbury, the Whig member for Suffolk, dismissed Orford and Aldeburgh as 
two miserable decayed ¿shing towns 9 and both were scheduled for abolition under the reform bills that 

preceeded the passage of the Great Reform Act. Attempts to have Orford and Aldeburgh reprieved as single 
member constituencies, or to transfer the franchise to Woodbridge failed. Thus it was that after first returning 
members of parliament in the reign of Edward I and an uninterrupted period of over 300 years of parliamen-

tary representation from 1512 to 1832 Orford was abolished as a parliamentary borough on 7th June 1832 

along with 55 other small boroughs. Henceforth the right to vote at parliamentary elections was based upon 

wider nationally determined qualifications: the property qualification to vote in the counties was broadened 
to include small landowners, tenant farmers, and shopkeepers; in the boroughs the act created a uniform 
franchise, giving the vote to almost all freeholders, those who paid a yearly rental of £10 or more and some 
lodgers. Women were excluded from the right to vote and would continue to be until 1918 when 40% got the 
vote and 1928 when women got the vote on the same basis as men.

The borough seal of Orford

Following the Great Reform Act the Whig government were keen to keep up the pace of reform. Having 
dealt with the “rotten” boroughs and deprived them of the right to return members of parliament they turned 

their attention to the administration and governance of corporations throughout the country. A Royal Com-

mission was established to investigate the operation of a sample of boroughs with the following brief, to 

inquire into the state of the Municipal Corporations in England, Wales, and Ireland; and to report if any, 

and what abuses existed in them, and what measures, in their opinion, it would be most expedient to adopt, 

with a view to the correction of those abuses.10 Eighteen members were appointed to the commission and the 

country was divided into nine circuits with Orford along with Aldeburgh placed in the eastern circuit, where 
the commissioners were John Buckle and George Long. Not all the boroughs throughout the country were 
visited but Orford was among the 285 that were investigated The report on the visit to the corporation of Or-

ford was produced as an appendix to the 1835 Municipal Corporations Act and was written by John Buckle.
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The front cover of the Municipal Corporations Commission Report on Orford,  

written by John Buckle
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In his report John Buckle desribes the town as having a population of 1,302 inhabitants, living in 245 inhab-

ited houses, occupied by 282 families. Of these families, 106 were employed in agriculture and 72 others in 

some kind of trade or manufacturing. The report then goes through the royal charters that have been granted 

to the town begining with the charter of Henry III in 1256. The charter granted by Elizabeth I in 1579 and 
subsequently confirmed by James I and William III is identified as governing the conduct of the borough 
throughout the period to 1835. The officers of the borough named in the charter are:

A Mayor
Eight Portmen

Twelve Capital Burgesses

A Recorder
A Town Clerk
A Coroner
A Chamberlain (responsible for borough accounts)
Two Sergeants at Mace

 

The Mayor, Portmen and Burgesses formed the ruling body (the commonalty) and other officers had no 
voting rights. In addition to the officers above other corporate offices had been established which were not 
mentioned in the 1579 charter and were: a claviger (keeper of the records), two water bailiffs, a harbour 

master, three constables and a pinder (responsible for stray cattle). 

Oford Corporation’s silver punchbowl and ladle 

(courtesy of The New Orford Town Trust)

The report describes the arrangements for the annual election of the mayor and that only the portmen are 

eligible for election. About 50 to 60 townsmen from a populatiion of 1,302 were entitled to vote these being 
the “Scot and Lot” payers (those eligible to pay local rates). In practice the elections for mayor were never 
contested as the corporation selected the sole candidate; the report describes the situation as follows, The 

election ... may be considered a mere matter of form in which the electors take little or no interest.11 To add 

further insult to the townspeople the report notes that, The inauguration is celebrated by a dinner given, at 

the expense of the corporate funds, to a select body of the inhabitants.12 The punchbowl and ladle pictured 

above was in regular use to celebrate mayoral inaugurations and doubtless on other occasions.
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The mayor was the chief magistrate of the borough and a judge of the civil court which the borough could 
convene, he was also clerk of the market. The eight portmen were elected for life by a majority of the mayor 
and portmen and the charter required them to be inhabitants of the borough; failure to observe this residence 
qualification would necessitate their removal from office. In practice only two of the portmen were resident 
in Orford and the six who were non-resident were the Marquis of Hertford, three of his relatives, the Right 
Honourable J Wilson Croker and Henry Meynell from London. The non resident portmen argued that be-

cause they paid “Scot and Lot” tax in Orford they were eligible for office. It is noteworthy that the six port-
men above were also members of the corporation of Aldeburgh. The capital burgesses were elected for life 
by a majority of the mayor and portmen and like the portmen were required by the charter to be inhabitants 
of the town and should be removed for non-residence. In practice, like the portmen, they were not chosen 

from the inhabitants and were not removed for non-residence. 

In 1835 the capital burgesses were as follows:

The Right Honourable Earl of Yarmouth
George Henry Seymour

The solicitor of the Marquis of Hertford
The Superintendent of the Marquis of Hertford’s estates
A former Steward of the Marquis of Hertford’s
The Town Clerk

The Collector of Customs at Aldeburgh
The Chamberlain of Aldeburgh
A gentleman residing in Suffolk
A Surgeon from Saxmundham
A gentleman residing in Orford
Lyndon Evelyn – residence unknown

Consequently, of the capital burgesses only two were resident and five also served on Aldeburgh corpora-

tion. 

The Commissioner’s report goes on to desribe the powers attached to this largely non-resident group of 
officers, which included enactment of laws and ordinances for the government of the town, maintenance of 
the fishery and the management of corporate property. They also had powers to enforce the law both as local 
magistrates and also through the convening of a civil court in the town, but by 1835 the civil jurisdiction was 
found to have become obsolete. The corporation was required by the charter to convene two courts of ses-

sion each year before the mayor, the recorder and the eldest portman, to try all felonies committed within the 

borough except such as touch the loss of life or member, which cannot be tried without the special warrant 

of the King.13 The report observes that the last borough sessions had been held at Michaelmas 1832 when a 

case of felony had been tried and a felon convicted. Prior to 1832, courts of session had not been held for 

many years, which may suggest that either the population of the town were extremely upright and law abid-

ing, or that the corporation and its constables were lax in enforcing the law. It appears that by 1835 the ex-

ercise of local legislative powers was confined to enactment of orders relating to the fishery and licensing of 
the four public houses in the town and that the mayor and portmen alone were involved. The commissioner 

says they, have usurped this and all other functions of the ruling body. They elect of¿cers, create the freemen 
and dispose of the corporate property. 14 

The mayor and portmen had similarly taken over control of appointment of the town clerk, who was ap-

pointed for life on a salary of four shillings a yeat, plus £20 a year that could be expected in fees for admis-

sion of freemen and borough elections (this sum of nearly £25, for very part-time work, is almost exactly 
the annual wage of an agricultural labourer in the area in the 1830s). The Orford town clerk at the time of 

the report was a solicitor from Ipswich who was a capital burgess of Orford and also town clerk and capital 

burgess in Aldeburgh, which sounds like a classic case of “jobs for the boys”. The chamberlain and claviger 
were appointed annually by the mayor and portmen and selected from that group alone. One of the duties of 

the chamberlain was to collect tolls from the market, but by 1835 no tolls were being collected.
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Other officers of the borough included the two sergeants-at-mace who were the official attendants of the 
mayor and executed his warrants and orders. They were paid one pound and six shillings per annum along 
with some small fees on the admission of freemen or members of the corporation. They carried the bor-

ough’s gilt mace on ceremonial occasions. 

The gilt mace of the Corporation of Orford 

(courtesy of The New Orford Town Trust)

The borough appointed a harbourmaster who was allowed half of the fees paid by ships anchoring within the 

limits of the borough and had the privilege of dredging for oysters. Although the harbourmaster in 1835 had 
been in office for 14 years, he had never rendered any account of his receipts to the corporation and had pre-

sumably been retaining all the fees for his own benefit. The harbourmaster was assisted by two water bailiffs 
who were to regulate the position of vessels in the river.15 They each received £2 per annum and one shilling 
and fourpence for every strange vessel 16  anchoring in the river. The town was policed by two constables, 

each paid £1 per annum, but in 1835 an extra constable had been appointed for the purpose of keeping away 

vagrants.17 There was no night watch in the town, but the town jail was in occasional use, although commit-
ments for serious offences were made to the county jail. It is interesting to note that the pinder, who im-

pounded all stray cattle within the borough, was paid £1 per annum, the same as the constables. The formal 
responsibility of the borough for the poor had ended in 1834 with the passage of the Poor Law Amendment 
Act and the introduction of workhouses. However, a sum of £56 and ten shillings was available annually for 
the general relief of the poor through the overseers of the Town Estate.
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The report goes on to describe the property administerd by the corporation and its income from these sourc-

es. The property consisted of 48 acres of land, a mill and messuage (land and outbuildings) and two cottag-

es. 30 acres of marshland were rented to the Marquis of Hertford (one of the portmen) for £45 per annum. 
This was claimed to be a fair rent by the corporation but the report notes that as the letting had never been 

exposed to tender, the true market value cannot be established. In 1812, the mill and messuage and 18 acres 
of land had been let for 30 years at £41 per annum. Finally, the two cottages which were estimated as being 
worth £6 per annum were occupied free of rent by poor persons.18 Other income included £10 per year from 
granting licences to fish in the river to town fishermen, but it is reported that this income had considera-

bly diminished. John Buckle, the author of the Orford report, also visited Aldeburgh corporation where he 
discovered that port dues were being levied and kept by Aldeburgh corporation which rightly belonged to 
Orford. These dues amounted to about £35 a year and John Buckle reports that the chamberlain and other 
officers in Orford were unaware of this practice. Overall the corporation had an annual income of slightly 
less than £100 a year.
 

The report shows how the corporation went about spending the nearly £100 it raised a year. In 1835 it had 
spent £30 on a feast to celebrate the inauguration of the mayor and £25 and ten shillings on erecting a town 
pump which the inhabitants were then charged a rent to use. As a mayoral inauguration took place every 
year, it may be safe to assume that approximately 30% of the town’s income was spent each year on feasting 
and entertainment attached to this event. The total corporation expenditure in 1835 was slightly less than £89 
and the surplus had been used to pay off a debt to the chamberlain. There was no independent audit of the 

accounts: this function being performed by the mayor and portmen.

 

The corporation had sold only one property in the previous 50 years; that being the quay with a stable and 
granary, that was sold to the Marquis of Hertford for £380 in 1813. The report notes that the corporation had 
had the property valued by a surveyor prior to agreeing the sale. The proceeds from this sale were used in 

part payment of legal fees incurred in defending the corporation’s right to the river. The report does not say 
when these expenses had been incurred, but there were legal cases in 1791 at both Bury Assizes and in the 
Court of the King’s Bench, where the corporation successfully took action against fishermen from Bright-
lingsea in Essex.
 

John Buckle reserves his most damning criticism of Orford corporation for the end of his report. He says that 

the original constitution of the borough through its royal charters is hardly to be recognised in the existing 

state of the corporate body.19  The charters required the corporation to consist exclusively of Orford inhab-

itants, but in 1835, out of 21 corporate officers comprising the governing body, only three were inhabitants 
of the borough. John Buckle goes on to say, Not only are the inhabitants without control over the munici-

pal authorities, but they have nothing to do with the existing Corporation beyond the election of a mayor, 

in which they are restricted to the choice of one or two portmen, nominated by a body of strangers. It is a 

choice in which they take so little interest that the election is a mere matter of form.20 The report states that 

those who claim to be the honest men of Orford 21 and inhabitants of the said town22 under the royal charters 

are currently the Earl of Yarmouth, the Marquis of Hertford and his many relatives and friends (including his 
solicitor, former steward and the superintendent of his estates in the borough).

  

In conclusion the report says that, The collective functions of this self-elected municipal body have corre-

sponded with its organisation. For many years it acted successfully as a political club or union, formed to 

legalise the nomination of two members of the House of Commons, by a member of the House of Lords. 

Since the Reform Act, its occupation is gone. As to the property and revenues of the corporation, the greater 

part of the lands are in the possession of the Marquis of Hertford, at a rent ¿xed by himself and his friends 
in the council, without any opportunity given to the inhabitants either of occupying the lands themselves in 

small inclosures, or of ¿xing their just value by public competition. While a third of the town revenue is ex-

pended on the mayor’s inaugration feast, the inhabitants are taxed by a corporation for use of a town pump. 

With so slight a connexion between the corporation and the inhabitants ... I can see no advantage to the 

town from the existence of this municipality.23 
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Front cover of the Charity Commission Scheme to establish Orford Town Trust in 1889
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In a final ironic Àourish to his report John Buckle describes asking the members of the corporation to sug-

gest any local benefits resulting, or likely to result from their control of the borough. He reports that, The 

bene¿ts suggested were, ¿rst, the regulation of the ¿shery; and in the next place, the possibility that at some 
future time, the ancient privileges of the franchise might be restored, and writs again issued to the borough 

for the return of burgesses to parliament. In anticipation of this political contingency, when the corporation 

might again be called upon to resume its political functions, its continued existence appeared to be thought 

desirable by one, at least, of the portmen.24 

The corporation of Orford must have feared the worst after John Buckle’s visit and on reading his report to 
the Royal Commission. However, when the Municipal Corporations Act was passed in 1835, not all bor-
oughs were reformed in the first wave of changes. The Whig government chose to prioritise their programme 
of reform and concentrated on the larger boroughs which were capable of providing strong municipal 

government. In all, 178 boroughs were reformed and became town councils elected by all ratepayers. The 

remaining 100 unreformed boroughs, which included Orford, continued to function and were replaced or 

abolished later. A further Royal Commission was appointed in 1876 which investigated the unreformed bor-
oughs and made recommendations on which towns might be brought under the Municipal Corporations Act. 

The commissioners identified 75 towns where the corporation was still functioning and recommended that 
26 of them should be reformed, whilst the remainder should be abolished: Orford was amongst the group to 

be abolished. The commissioners’ report was not acted upon for seven years, but finally the 1883 Municipal 
Corporations Act was passed, which provided for the abolition of all remaining unreformed borough cor-
porations unless they were able to obtain a new royal charter. Section 3 of the Act said of the boroughs that 
were to be abolished, including Orford, The place shall not be a corporate town or borough and any munic-

ipal or other corporation thereof shall be dissolved by September 29th 1886.25 Consequently, the Orford may-

or and corporation were abolished in 1886 and their principal duties were absorbed by the Plomesgate Rural 

Sanitary District, whilst the property of the former corporation was passed to the newly established Orford 

Town Trust by a scheme drawn up by the Charity Commission in 1889.

 

The abolition of Orford Corporation and the ending of its borough status in 1886 brought to an end a 630 

year period of goverment of the town under royal charters. This period of local government had begun in 

1256 with Henry IIIs royal charter whilst from 1579 the status of a borough was confered upon the town by 

Elizabeth Is royal charter.

Mike Bradshaw

Photomontage images by Richard Quarrell
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recollectionS of a viSitng School Boy

Vic Harrup found and edited this article, written by Les Peters. It ¿rst appeared in two issues of the broad-

sheet ‘Twopenny Plain’ in May and June 1985

I wish I could remember everything I have been taught, everyone I have met, every place I have visited and 

every happy event I have shared. However I still have a number of memories on which I am encouraged to 

reÀect, especially with regard to the village of Butley as I remember it prior to 1939. There are also memo-

ries of some of the people, both family and others, who made up that welcoming community at the time of 

my summer school holiday visits. 

Daily Mail, 20 October 1913

From the mid-1930s I remember making the annual excursion by train to Woodbridge, arranging to arrive 
on one of the two days when transport was available to Butley. My aunt, Eliza Wiseman, would meet us and, 
along with shopping done on behalf of some villagers, we would set off for Butley, where my grandfather 

would be patiently waiting, and smoking his white clay pipe. The small cottage in the Street was to be our 

haven for a fortnight, with its large cool larder, its paraffin lamps and table-mounted oven, and the novelty 
of the well at the rear of the cottage. I am not sure that the long delayed journey to the twin ‘berth’ at the end 
of the garden was considered such a novelty, but it was different! Some of the people I remember include 
our neighbours, the Palmers and on the other side the Caley family, in whose premises the bakehouse ov-

ens were still very much used. Many of my excursions into country pastimes were provided by members of 
the Caley family, who seemed to know just which field would provide the best rabbit catch of the day. Mr 
Burch, the blacksmith, always found time to explain some of his trade secrets in the forge at the corner of 
Mill Lane. He had the misfortune during one of my stays to be badly kicked by a pony from the Oyster Inn, 
prior to it bolting. Eventually my grandfather led the pony back, having ‘talked’ to it in the field opposite to 
the allotments. Mr and Mrs Hammond of Neutral Farm, Mill Lane, had sons who used to be home on school 
holiday at the same time and made me welcome there too. Albert Hazelwood and his village shop proved 
quite an attraction I remember - even though he once refused to sell me a tin of treacle. He knew I wanted 
syrup, but took playful delight in telling me that treacle was for cattle! Barney Collins was frequently on the 
scene when we were chasing rabbits at harvest time. He always seemed to manage by almost waiting for 

them to come to him, and pouncing when they came too close. Jack Wiseman, a cousin, kept pigs at Chilles-

ford, and I would walk to his home on occasions to help at feeding time. My Aunt Eliza looked after us and I 
was to know her even more, much later, when we became near neighbours in the London area. 

My mother, formerly Alice Gardiner, was born in Butley on the 
6th February 1899 to Eliza and Arthur George Gardiner, being the 
last child in a family of five sons and five daughters. During her 
days at Butley School until 1912, she was proud to have had some 

of her poetry selected for the book, ‘Poems by Suffolk Children’ 
edited by Cecil Miles-Cadman, and eventually published in 1913. 

Advice to Children

When old enough begin to learn,

For soon you must your living earn;

But always remember in age or youth

You must never forget to tell the truth.

For a time during the 1914-1918 war she worked on the land, 
subsequently receiving her certification for service given from the 
Department of Agriculture. Shortly after the end of the war she 
moved away from the village to take up employment at Walmer 

in Kent. There she married, becoming Alice Peters, and with the 
assistance of her employers made her home there. 
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Grandfather, Arthur Gardiner, was respected and loved. He came originally from Nacton, I believe, and 
was born there in, or about 1857. His mother unfortunately died at that time and following a very short and 

perhaps hectic schooling he went off to work with the fishing boats from about the age of eleven years. 
On settling in Butley he spent many years working at Butley Abbey and then at Wantisden. I was told he 
brought home 12 shillings per week, his wage as a head horseman. I don’t think I pleased him too much, 
when one wet afternoon whilst in his shed (in the row of corrugated iron units) I amused myself by ham-

mering countless nails into his favourite chopping block! His journeys to church on a Sunday I remember, 
with winged collar and hard hat, and also his outings to the Oyster. Grandmother, Eliza Gardiner, had died in 
1921, so was unknown to me. However I am reasonably sure she was a Butley person, since her mother, my 

Great-Grandmother Collins, lived in the village near the forge. 

Girls at Butley School, c1911-12:  

standing at the far right is Alice Gardiner; sitting in the front row 2nd from left is Louie Reeve 

Les Peters’ ingenious diagram below identifies all the children’s names 

Behind the Oyster I remember an area of bracken, which 

had to be cleared by hand, ready for the season’s football 
games! The horse-drawn milk Àoat was an attraction 
since sometimes I was allowed to ride the delivery route, 

and even hold the reins. The ‘Run’ was quite a favourite 
haunt, where the water ran fast and clear. It was very cool 

even on the hottest day, but was wide and deep enough to 

enable us to swim.

Our last visit to Butley as a family was prior to the 1939 

outbreak of war, and from then of course much has changed. We moved from Kent, and finally to Bedford 
on the night of the commencement of the London blitz. Among my mother’s friends who kept in regular 
contact over the years was Louie Reeve, a former school-friend at Butley, who also used the medium of the 
Twopenny Plain to keep her up-dated on the many interesting features within its pages. Now, alas, I shall 
hear no more tales of schoolgirl days at Butley, but not all will be forgotten. 

Les Peters (ed: Vic Harrup)
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“for train read Zoo”

Sharon Andrews (née Green) ¿rst found this story some years ago, when chatting to her grocery delivery 
man. It emerged that he is John Crowley’s son and the papers had been stored in the family archive for years 

and forgotten. Richard Quarrell has edited it from the transcript of a BBC Radio Broadcast of Thursday 17th 

March 1955. The story is quite beguiling. There has been some suggestion that this story is a fabrication 

because it is not mentioned in the school records? And that maybe John Crowley freely blended his talented 

imagination with the memory of his initiation to the classroom at Orford School? Any new recruit to teach-

ing practice today would certainly sympathise... 

However the 1950 testimonial from Angus Macmillan, headteacher at the time, mentions this trip, along with 

others Mr Crowley organised during his time at Orford school. This evidence tends to af¿rm Mr Crowley’s 
self-styled industrious approach to teaching and justi¿es the accolade “¿rst-rate” he received. At this point 
we felt the need for additional evidence and so we approached local resident, Spinney Bantoft, who does 

remember his older brother going on this trip. He has managed to identify some of the children mentioned in 

the story; he writes:

Some of the names in the draft you gave me are wrong. Richard Bantoft was born in 1938 and so he 

would have been about ten years old at that time. I have never heard of a Joan Smy, although there were 

plenty of Smys at that time. Geraldine Smy and Shirley Smy are both of that age. Charlie Woods lived 

at Chillesford where his brother still lives, he became a postman at Woodbridge and still lives there. 

The person you have as Tony Backness is really Tony Mackiness who still lives at Padley Water between 

Chillesford and Butley. I have never heard of Bertie Brinkley, I believe that to be Ralph Brinkley as the 

age seems about right, he became the Harbour Master at Orford. I think Ivan Golding is really Ivan 

Golder who still lives at The Close in Sudbourne. Other children who went were Ray Smy and Chic 

Bantoft, brother of Richard; they both still live in Orford. They both were hanging out of the bus windows 

with travel sickness all the way to London! I remember Mr Crowley used to drive to school on a motor 

bike from Woodbridge.

So whilst our story might be embellished with the style and youthful enthusiasm of its time, the essential 

facts are indeed genuine. It starts with a newspaper cutting from the “Woodbridge Reporter”... and ends 
with that ¿rst-rate testimonial...

In September 1949 I stood in front of a class of forty children, talking to them about coal. Now I knew my 
subject and had taken great care to make its presentation not only acceptable but enthralling to the rows of 
polite young faces in front of me. But the faces remained merely polite. The talk wasn’t registering. It was 
dying a dismal death. In desperation I described my own dark days in a deep South Wales coal mine and 

showed how the black wealth found its way to the railway sidings at Cardiff, to fan out to fires throughout 
the world. Then someone with a spark of interest put his hand up, and asked me, diffidently, what exactly a 
railway siding was. I felt as if the deep South Wales coal mine has suddenly fallen in on me. 
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Of course! - here I was, in a remote East Anglian village, talking about coal and railway sidings when there 
wasn’t a railway within twelve miles of the school - and that only a single track, one train a day affair. I be-

gan to describe a railway siding - then on impulse said: 

“Hands up those of you who’ve never seen a train!” 

Nineteen hands shot up. Nineteen ten year-old boys and girls who’d not yet moved twelve miles from their 
lovely village. I decided to do something about that small uprising of hands. Against the urgent advice of 
older members of staff I made up my mind to take the class on an educational journey. But where? To see 
what? Certainly not that single track, twelve miles away. Why not let the children decide? Surely they’d 
know what they wanted if I spread my pictures before them! I did just that. I talked to them of the things to 
be seen outside their world of farms and forest - of roads and railways, trolleys and trams, buses and bridges. 

Then I sat back and said: 

“Now think for a moment, then, when you’ve decided where you’d like to go, put your hands up. I’ll call 
you out and you can tell me quietly of your choice.” 

One by one the hands went up. One by one the children came out. One by one they whispered quietly. Then 
it was all done and I sat back astounded. Out of forty children, thirty-six had named the same place. And 
what place was it? The London Zoo. 

Queuing at London Zoo,1949 The Lion at London Zoo,1949

Almost the entire class had voted for the Zoo.
“Why?” I asked them.

“Richard Bantoft, why do you want to go to the Zoo?”

“They say there’s lions there, Sir. I really would like to see a lion - a real one - only behind bars, like.”
“Joan Smy.”

“Oo! I’d like to see some penguins, Sir. I’ve read about them - like little old men in white shirts. I bet 
they’d make me laugh.”
“Bertie Brinkley.”

“I’ve a rare likin’ for snakes, Sir. Caught a few grass snakes, but they’re not much cop. I’d like to see a 
whole heap of snakes - like I’ve read about at the Zoo. I’d like to go there, Sir.”

And so it went on. Charlie Woods, suddenly woke up to utter a longing to ride on a camel. Tony Backness 
loved monkeys. The class laughed its cruel little head off. Tony was not exactly prepossessing. The class 
could see a humorous affinity. 

I put my idea to the Head. He was very concerned.

“My boy!” he said, “You don’t know what you’re taking on. Forty of them! All that way! You won’t 
come back alive! Are you sure you want to do it?”

I was, I couldn’t disappoint them now. The Head regarded me sadly. 
“Well, you have my blessing - but don’t say you weren’t warned.”

So with his blessing I set to work. I wrote the the Superintendent of the Zoological Society of London. I 
contacted a bus company. The Head approached the Education Committee for a grant towards the education-

al journey. Mr Cansdale, the Zoo Superintendent, answered that nothing would please him better than to see 
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the young ladies and gentlemen of East Anglia at the Zoo and, though it was rarely done, he would arrange 
for a guide to show Richard Bantoft the lions, Joan Smy her funny little penguins, Bertie Brinkley his whole 

heap of snakes - and the remaining thirty-seven whatever they wished. The manager of the bus company was 

delighted to transport the class and would map out a route to include railway sidings and a factory. The Edu-

cation Committee sent a useful grant almost by return of post. So one mellow morning in October, a massive 

coach came to a stop outside the school gate and forty eager children swept aboard. The driver climbed into 

his cab, I shut the sliding door. The engine grunted into powerful life. The school, the waving parents, an 

anxious-looking headmaster, all started to slide backwards. The trip had begun. 

At first the children were noisily mobile. Then, at a distant level-crossing we stopped and the nineteen who 
had never seen a train now saw one - with a vengeance. The Yarmouth to London express travelling at speed 
across the bonnet of the coach. That quietened them down a little. The noise, bustle and traffic of Ipswich, 
and the clanking railway sidings beyond the town, with a smoke-belching factory nearby, deepened the 

silence. But London finished them off. They simply couldn’t take it in. Its amazing immensity had them 
pressed against the windows in absolute stillness. 

Then we came to the Zoo. The class and I are unlikely to forget that memorable visit. Mr Cansdale had 

shown genius in his choice of our guide, who beamed and chuckled a promise to show us everything. His 

words were not idle. With unobtrusive magic he dissolved the crowds before him to present us with a front 

line view at every turn. The bears, the little old men in white shirts, Bertie Brinkley’s whole heap of snakes, 
were observed and gasped over with plenty of elbow room. Then - the beasts of prey. He led us their di-

rection a few minutes before their feeding time. But the large building which contained them heaved with 

hundreds of people. I felt sorry. Richard Bantoft would never see his real lion. Our guide beamed at us, 

produced a whistle, blew it and - behold! - more magic. A squad of keepers appeared from nowhere to make 
room for the class right in front of the magnificent captives pacing, soft-pawed, their pad polished Àoors, in 
hungry expectancy of the red meat to come. Dynamite wouldn’t have shifted the transfixed Bantoft. His pop-
eyed silence was a criterion of his heaven. 

Chimp, Camel and Penguins at London Zoo, 1949

But he and the rest of the class laughed their heads off at the chimpanzee - or rather at Ivan Golding. It was 
in another direction that our indefatigable guide showed us this solitary chimp sitting on a tyre, chin on 

hand, gazing enigmatically at us through the bars of his residence. A party on a trip invariably possesses a 
clown. Ivan Golding was ours. He strutted about near the bars, made faces, bent his arms and shufÀed, while 
his mates laughed - and the chimpanzee scratched his chin. A sunken pool of muddy water lay near the tyre. 
The chimp bent over and immersed its face in it. Ivan the terrible still mimicked and mocked afoot from 

the bars. The chimp rose, stretched itself and sauntered across to halt near Ivan. There was a moment of no 

movement from either. Then, with such startling speed that I jumped involuntarily, the chimp blew out well 
over a gallon on water right over Ivan. Laugh? I’ve never heard anything like it. The boy was soaked. His 
classmates held their sides and roared. The chimp danced up and down, clapping its hands. I had quite a job 
drying Ivan.

Now only two things were left to complete for the perfect day. Charlie Woods had to ride his camel and 
we had to see the chimpanzee’s tea-party. The first was worth watching as a contrast in expressions. Char-
lie sat upstairs, his face like an animated moon in the fulfilment of a dream. Below him the camel wore an 
expression of lop-eared dismay at this blow which had struck it unawares. For Charlie was no mean weight. 
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However, in company with an elephant, a llama and other oddly assorted beasts of burden, it ambled away 

resignedly to give forty young visitors the rides of their lives.

As usual the best seats became preponderantly East Anglian at the chimp’s tea-party. This was the Mount 
Everest of the day’s highlights for the children. They were still laughing when we climbed aboard the bus 
for home. So was I, but more at their mimicry than at the actual performance. I had an eerie feeling that the 

accomplished cunning of the monkeys was not new. I’d seen it somewhere before. Perhaps I was merely 
comparing the artful quartet with certain children I knew. I know that while the very young can resemble the 
angels, they also can, if they have a mind to, pout the four famous chimps in the shade.

So the coach returned along the night-darkening road to a remote Suffolk village, with knots of parents 

waiting to lead their offspring away by the hand and listen until bedtime to the tales of a memorable day. 

I haven’t forgotten it. I started to talk about coal and railway sidings - and ended up at the Zoo. I wouldn’t 
have had it differently. I wonder if our guide has forgotten it. I remember him saying as we parted:

“D’you know, I’ve never seen children like them - and I’ve seen plenty.”
“They were so quiet,’ he said, ‘so open-eyed. So attentive. Never seen the like before.” 

He was right. Even at ten you’re quiet when you’re in heaven.

John Crowley (ed: Richard Quarrell)
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Butley PariSh council - BugginS’ turn 

My interest in local history began a decade before I went on a course on the subject, because I like to know 
why things happen, or don’t happen. Thus, as will be seen below, I was keen to discover why people were so 
apathetic about parish politics in the recent past when I became chairman of Butley, Wantisden and Capel St 

Mary Parish Council in 1979. The ordinary people of the village did not take advantage of the emancipation 

offered by the Local Government Act of 1894. They were apathetic from the outset, only two parishioners 
attending the first parish meeting, they being the foremost farmer, soon to become chairman, and the future 
clerk. The pinnacle of interest in parish government occurred in 1899 when six parishioners attended. Poli-
tics continued to be a public house affair, and parish meetings only came alive when there was something to 

celebrate such as coronations or jubilees. 

The seven councillors elected in 1894 consisted of two farmers, William Durrant of Neutral Farm and Rob-

ert Foulcher of High Corner Farm, the blacksmith Edward Burch, the grocer Wesley Hazelwood, the bailiff 
at Abbey Farm, George Rule, William Large the carpenter and one agricultural labourer, Samuel Last, who 
was also clerk to the church. Evidence of some pre-arranged plan seems to emerge from the first minutes in 
which it was noted that, “in the absence of the intended chairman, WW Estaugh Esq, the chair was occu-

pied by Mr RN Foulcher”. Early in 1895 Councillor Large handed in his resignation and Mr Estaugh, the 
farmer at the Abbey, was asked to fill the vacancy and he was then elected chairman. Mr Large subsequently 
became clerk at a salary of two pounds a year. Only once were there more nominations than places on the 

council. This was in 1904, when there were eleven. It would seem that for many decades membership of 
the parish council was, to all intents and purposes, by invitation. In due course Sir Peter Greenwell became 

chairman of the council and remained so for many years. I moved to the village in May 1972 and heard that 

the annual parish meeting was to consider the amalgamation of Butley with Chillesford, Capel and Wantis-

den to form a single council. My wife and I persuaded a long-time resident, Steve Pallant, to accompany us 

to the meeting. It was normal for Sir Peter, after the council meeting, to throw open the door of the village 

hall so that parishioners could come in for the open meeting. For years nobody had stood waiting to go in, so 

it was with surprise that he greeted the three of us. Eventually Chillesford decided to stay a separate council, 

but the other three agreed to combine, with Butley electing six councillors, Capel two and Wantisden one.

In April 1976 I was invited by Alan Wallace to take his place 
on the council. He hoped an election could be avoided, but it 

transpired a further new candidate had been proposed and an 

election was necessary. Not surprisingly, nobody knew the 
procedures since there hadn’t been an election for over seven-

ty years. Not even William Large (born 1881), whose father 
or grandfather was the clerk in 1895, knew whether election 

notices were sent out or if canvassing was ‘the done thing’. The 
three William Large’s were distinguished by the appendages 
‘Wiggy’ and ‘Young Wiggy’ applied to the two youngest. The 
father wore a ‘legal wig’ to cover his baldness. In the event I 
used a John Bull rubber stamp set to produce some cards saying 

‘Vote for Vic Harrup’ and left them in the pub. Fewer than 
thirty turned out to vote and I was elected by one vote. Sir Peter 

died suddenly in December 1978, and Mr Large took over until 
the following year when I was elected chairman. It was during 

this time that I looked at the parish council minutes and found 

I might have been ‘Buggins’ whose turn it was to succeed Alan 
Wallace in 1976. 

Vic Harrup

William Large 1814-1898 and Eliza 
Cooper 1820-1896. He was a builder and 

wheelwright by trade and Baptist Pastor 

at Sutton & Sudbourne
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noteS and QuerieS

1. On loan to the Museum: Iron rivets from the Sutton Hoo ship burial of c. 625 AD

The 90-foot long, early Saxon, wooden ship at Sutton Hoo contained a fabulously rich burial. It is generally 
accepted as that of Raedwald, warrior leader of the Wuffing dynasty, regional king of East Anglia and high 
king (bretwalda) of eastern England. The ship was revealed in July 1939 by Suffolk archaeologist Basil 

Brown and excavated by Charles W. Phillips of Cambridge University, assisted by Stuart and Peggy Piggott, 
W.F. Grimes, O.G.S. Crawford and others. Phillips was reluctant to leave the site that summer, as he wrote in 

his autobiography:

‘It was sad to leave the boat open to the sky and I took a large sample of clench-nails and spikes from 

different significant parts of the ship. With any luck the clench-nails still retained, fused on by corrosion, 
the diamond-shaped rove against which the clenching of the red hot nail had been done. The grain of the 

wood of the two strakes being clenched together could still be seen on the shank of the nail because iron 

rust had taken the shape of its grain. But no metallic iron ever remained, all was rust more or less retain-

ing the shape of the original iron.’  
(My Life in Archaeology, Gloucester: Alan Sutton Publishing, 1987, 79)

This ‘large sample of clench-nails and spikes’ resurfaced in 2015, when his daughter Penny Phillips gave 
them to the Sutton Hoo Society, which is loaning them short-term to Orford Museum. There are 23 sep-

arate items, four labelled in pencil by Phillips, using luggage labels. Rivets were used to join the strakes 
(planks) of the ship, each consisting of a round head, shank and diamond-shaped rove; iron spikes fixed the 
gunwales. Those surviving in situ were plotted by Dr Rupert Bruce-Mitford during his re-excavation of the 
ship in 1966-7¸ but those on display here have not been previously recorded. They no longer have any iron 

content, because the minerals have degraded and leached into the surrounding sandy soil.

Nigel Maslin

Iron rivets from the Sutton Hoo ship burial of c. 625 AD  
currently on display in the castle (photo by Jennifer Hall)
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2. Unmarried girls in Butley

Penry Williams, in his book entitled ‘The Later Tudors’, says that unmarried girls from families below the 
level of yeomen and merchants were fairly free in giving their favours on promise or expectation of mar-
riage. He adds that around 20% of Elizabethan brides were pregnant at the time of their marriage. Robert 
Shether of Butley fell sick and made his will in 1597 at a time he was about to marry for the second time. 

He had an unmarried daughter, Phoebe, who was to inherit most of his goods when she attained the age of 

18 years. However he left £10 to Judith Brady ‘who I purported and intended to make my married wife to 
whom I have been full asked in the church. She to meddle with nothing further, but go her way quietly with 
this my gift withal to be paid her by my executor. And if she prove to be now with child then I give to that 
child £3’. Clearly the banns had been called in church, and they had anticipated their conjugal duties. 

Sources: Robert Shether’s will, ref. IC/AA1/34/198, at Ipswich Record Of¿ce.
Vic Harrup

3. Six bells in Butley Priory?

When John Smythe alias Cook made his will in 1473 he asked to be buried in Butley Priory church and gave 
various amounts of money for specific purposes at his funeral. Sixteen pence for the four men carrying his 
coffin, 4d for the grave-digger, the same amount for the cross-bearer and an unspecified sum to ‘the 6 men 
ringing 6 bells at my obsequies’. For a long while I believed this meant there were six bells in the Priory 
tower and wondered whether they may have been able to play simple ‘tunes’. Thus this might have been a 
‘query’ rather than a ‘note’. However, I was unable to discover from any campanologist anything about how 
mediaeval bells were rung, but apparently they could not be tuned properly until the seventeenth century. 

Thus I concluded the bells were handbells, and from the expenses of John Paston’s funeral in 1466, it is 
clear they did not play ‘tunes’. Four ringers were paid when his corpse arrived in Norwich from London, and 
it cost seven shillings for 14 ringers at the funeral service at Bromholm Priory. 

Sources: John Smythe’s will, Norwich, ref. 6 Hubert (translated by Peter Northeast).

‘Illustrated Letters of the Paston Family’ edited by Roger Virgoe, MacMillan , 1989.

Extracts from ‘The Queen’s Agent’ by John Cooper, Faber and Faber, 2011.

Vic Harrup

4. Corrections to the article on Margery Spring-Rice in Bulletin 26

Thank you to the family of Annie Mael for pointing out these corrections: her maiden name was Newson 
(not Dawson); the fire that destroyed much of Iken Hall occurred in the late 1950s or early 1960s; Ronald 
Garrett was Margie’s third (not youngest) brother.
Lucy Pollard

5. Correction to the Butley Estate Farming article in Bulletin 26

In the article on farming based on Stephen Ryder’s diaries, we included a photograph which we understood 
was of Alastair Watson at work on his Fordson tractor before the war. However Michael Watson, Alastair’s 
son, has contacted us to say that the photograph was in fact of himself, probably taken in 1944. In addition 
his father’s name was misspelt (Alastair v Alistair). We wish to thank Mr Watson for pointing out these 
errors.

Valerie Fenwick



The Editor welcomes contributions, suggestions for articles and 

items for the ‘Notes and Queries’ section for publication in future issues.

These should be relevant to the history of Orford and district, and may be personal reminiscence, 

reports of recent publications, courses and conferences or pieces of original research (for which 

references to sources should be provided). He reserves the right to select and edit the material for 

publication but any editing of chosen items will be carried out in consultation with the contributor.

For full details of the contents of back issues of the Orford & District Local History Bulletin, please 

look on the Publications page of the Orford Museum website:

 www.orfordmuseum.org.uk

 and click on ‘Back issues’

The early issues (1-6 and 7-10) are now available only as 
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Subsequent issues (11-22 and 24-26) may be purchased at £5 each

Issue 23 (special First World War issue) £10

Orders to The Chairman, Orford Museum, 

Brundish Lodge, High Street, Orford Suffolk IP12 2NW
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