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“Son” said Pop as we were sedately trundling through 

Stavender Park1 one early morning in the old Austin, 

“there’s going to be a war and the only way to deal 

with this is to treat it as a game but this is one you 

can’t afford to lose so stay awake to stay alive!”

Stavender is very ancient forest land and you 

couldn’t really imagine anywhere more peaceful on 

a sunny spring morning.  Red squirrels abounded, 

there were deer, groups of shelduck courting on the 

heath above their nesting burrows (we sometimes 

saw the ducklings being escorted by mother along 

the road to Butley and the creek, a long way for a 

tiny perambulating, piebald ball of Áuff) and the 
occasional stone curlew on the rabbit-cropped open 

heath close to the old Butley landing strip. 

Someone kept chickens on the Sutton side of the road 

there and they were always straying across and then 

dodging back as we approached, so we demolished 

the odd one but never stopped for them. Pheasants 

crossing, or whatever, were another matter and, if 

stupid enough to get hit, were always picked up – 

assuming nobody was about. Funny thing about 

chickens: they were not classed as ‘chattels’ (cattle)2 

whereas geese were and you were supposed to report 

a collision with them!   

Stavender oaks are said to have been the main source 

of wood for the Butley Abbey monks and certainly 

show signs of heavy pollarding though they are a 

pretty sorry looking lot now. The rough heath was 

already being planted by the Forestry Commission 

with Àr and pine trees and later the open heath was 
torn up and has always since been planted with light-

land crops such as onions and carrots.   

It was about this time, too, that heavy rotavating 

equipment became available, thus later enabling 

the bracken-infested heather heathland, such as that 

between Fakens Bottom and Iken Cliff,   to be claimed 

for arable and livestock farming. It took many years 

to eradicate the bracken that would erupt in patches 

through the growing crops after you thought it was 

long gone; surely one of the most difÀcult of ‘weeds’ 
to kill. 

I thought not too much more about Father’s 

prediction and was more excited about going to visit 

my Aunt Daisy who was actually my great aunt and 

John Anderson

War Boy
Orford when war broke out, through the eyes of a schoolboy.

By John Anderson

Longer term Friends of Orford Museum will remember the many contributions to the Bulletin by John 

Anderson, who was an enthusiastic contributor until his death in May 2008 at the age of 82, with many of his 

articles still unpublished.   

From the copious correspondence with Jane Allen, former Chairman of the Friends of Orford Museum, and 

creator and editor of the Bulletin, it seems that a plan was being considered to produce a composite edition of 

his articles, which for various reasons was never implemented.  This issue of the Bulletin therefore contains 

another of John’s unpublished articles, War Boy.

Earlier articles by John appeared in issues 5, 7, 8, 9, 11, 18 and 20 including Meet My Ancestors; Danger 

– River Ore; More Orford Characters;  Oyez! Oyez! Sam Smy Town Crier;  The Orford Electric Light and 

Power Company Ltd;  A Village Goes to War and Memories of the Floods 1953.

John Anderson was the grandson of the Orford tailor Louis Anderson (known as Lou), who lived at 71 
Broad Street where John was born. John gained a scholarship to Woodbridge School and usually cycled to 

Woodbridge on Monday mornings, returning after ‘games’ on Saturday afternoons. In the winter in particular 

this must have been a considerable challenge.

He seems to have been an enthusiastic cyclist as in one school summer holiday he cycled all the way to 

Overbury, near Tewkesbury in Worcestershire, to visit a favourite aunt, taking two days to do so – but that is 

part of the story which follows…
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married to John (Jack) Baggott, who had once lived 
with Fred Kersey at The Broom. They had moved 

down to Overbury, near Tewkesbury, when Jack got 

a job as lowland gamekeeper to the Holland-Martins, 

who were bankers and gentlemen. It was a fantastic 

partridge manor and the partridges of course were 

Greys. My parents scraped my fare together and as 

soon as school broke up, Pop put me on a train on 

his way to work and Daisy met me at Evesham. I 

was 13, it was my Àrst long journey alone and I felt 
quite grown up.    

Under his expert guidance, I got a bit of shooting at 

rabbits and pigeons on the harvest Àelds using his 
spare gun, a BSA hammerless which had a hole in 

the barrel from which a puff of smoke issued when 

Àred. He preferred the old J.F. White (Woodbridge) 
hammer gun he had taken from Orford with him and 

which many years later I inherited. It looked ‘well-

used’, as they say, so I stuck a dent-raiser down the 

barrel, the idea being to mike it up and see roughly 

how much out-of-proof it was. Unfortunately, the 

dent-raiser appeared through the side of the barrel 

so I decided to scrap the gun, keeping only the back-

action locks for springs. The locks still operated like 

new.

My holiday quickly passed and, by about the 

beginning of September, I had to be back at school 

so was once again trundling through Stavender 

with Pop.  The scene remained peaceful but on 1st 

September, Pop’s prediction came true. The war 

duly arrived and on the 3rd September we listened to 

poor old Neville Chamberlain duly declaring it, me 

not really understanding what it was all about. Of 

course, I was used to bombing and fully expected to 

get blasted into oblivion that very night. 

The family wasn’t entirely unprepared for hostilities:  

my grandparents had a dugout shelter for themselves 

and guests between grandpa’s workshop and our 

neighbour’s garden. The neighbour was Ernie 

Adams, a coastguard who had been mauled after 

it was said he failed to spot the Excel, which was 

driven aground by Orford Lighthouse in December 

1936. The Excel was a converted smack with the 

Mason family aboard. She had sailed from Ramsgate 

but had gone aground in a gale after the engine failed 

to start.

Only Dorothy, a 15-year-old, managed to get ashore 

alive and ring the lighthouse bell. Her father’s body 

was later recovered but I don’t know whether those 

of her six-year-old brother and 18-year-old sister 

ever were.   It must have been a rough month because 

the Applicity, a coaster of 500 tons out of London, 

went aground that month too, very near the same 

spot but was successfully reÁoated and continued 
to Great Yarmouth. Orford Ness has always been a 

dangerous place and I thought that a near miss would 

have tragic results all over Suffolk. 

Pop had built an indoor shelter in our passageway 

behind the three-foot-thick Friary wall and our 

pantry. This consisted of grown silver birch uprights 

with a corrugated iron roof and the window was 

well sand-bagged which didn’t do much for Mum’s 

dusting but, as Pop said,  “ if we’ve got to go, we’ll 

go warm and comfortable!”. The very Àrst night the 
hooter went off and we all tumbled downstairs and 

into our strongpoint. Nothing happened and we all 

went back to bed, disgruntled if not disappointed. 

By the way, I don’t think Orford Àgured highly on the 
list of government priorities because for a long time 

we had no proper air-raid siren of the wailing variety. 

However the Orford elders had shown excellent 

foresight, and well prior to the outbreak of hostilities 

had had a hooter installed at Friend’s Garage, which 

was fed from Albert’s compressor and issued a series 

of short shrieks as a warning. It was actually very 

effective and I recall a week or two after war was 

declared, Àshing with George down near the North 
Weir when she blew. This was for real as Jerry was 

belting seven bells out of a convoy just offshore. It 

was pretty noisy and you do feel quite vulnerable in 

a small boat in open water with absolutely no cover. 

The all-clear came as a continuous blast and we 

relaxed again.   

The Yanks used to refer to the early days of the war 

as ‘phoney’. I cannot say there was much baloney 

about it from where we were sitting, as Jerry was 

raiding convoys close inshore almost from the 

outset. By November he was having real success 

with magnetic mines and in six days sank 18 ships 

and damaged others close to Orfordness, these 

wearing at least nine different Áags. Mines are, of 
course, totally undiscerning and indiscriminate 

and one of the biggest ships that bought it was the 

Terakumi Marn of around 1200 tons.   We picked up 

dozens of Japanese celluloid dolls in various states 

of paraplegia and amputation and also hundreds of 

golden coloured wooden pencils bearing the ship’s 

name, so fresh they had not split down the joint.    

The Simon Bolivar (Dutch of course) was also a big 
one, something over 8000 tons, and wasn’t as lucky 

as the Jap: she sustained over 80 dead.   I may be 

wrong, but I think up to the war there was an award 
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to anyone bringing in a body. Of course, it is a matter 

of decency that a body be properly dealt with; the 

question is, what constitutes a body? More than one 

Àsherman has been called on to make a subjective 
judgement and has returned the Àsh-eaten and 
unidentiÀable remains of some unfortunate to the 
deep on the basis that it is his last and best resting 

place and saves everyone involved a lot of trouble 

and trauma. 

My 14th birthday occurred on the 23rd November 

1939, and the Jerries celebrated it by sinking two 

British ships just offshore, not that we knew of it 

at the time. Explosions being commonplace and 

largely ignored we were carrying out a rabbit-

snaring operation on Havergate Island. I suppose 

the 23rd must have been on a Saturday as otherwise 

I couldn’t have taken part unless I was off school 

for any other reason which wasn’t very likely. The 

wires had to go down late afternoon and taken up 

at Àrst light, otherwise it was a waste of time and 
effort because the great Black Backs (gulls) would 
gut, tear up and eat anything caught.   

Theo Harvey always reckoned a Black Back was 

worth a cartridge on the basis that it saved a rabbit; 

actually it also went some way to protecting ground-

nesting birds, great and small, so it did something for 

conservation and may even have been, to an extent, 

instrumental in the restoration of the Avocets as a 

breeding species in England. 

Theo, his brother Bill and my father were good 

friends, serving on the ROC3 together and, as Theo 

was at that time looking after Havergate Island, it 

was pretty much our private preserve. Much later, 

Theo actually went with the naval invasion forces 

to France as part of the seaborne ROC contingent, 

the idea being that, in the heat of battle, he would 

immediately identify friends from foe and thus 

save expensive mistakes. He said that he wasn’t 

particularly well received, the comment being that 

the gunners had been identifying Jerries for four 

years and didn’t need a civilian to tell them what 

they were shooting at!   

Be that as it may, in the early part of the war one 

of the commonest aircraft we saw in daylight and 

at low level was the Lockheed Hudson on Kippa 

Patrol. The crew must have had plenty of moral Àbre 
to go anywhere near the ships they were protecting 

because both the Royal and Merchant Navy gunners 

John Anderson with Louis Anderson,

his grandfather c.1926. OM 2006.62.71.2

‘Lou’ Anderson in his workshop 

at 71 Broad Street c.1930s. OM 2007.51.4.2
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were notoriously trigger happy and the only real 

protection the crew had was to stay out of range. 

Aircraft with twin Àns and rudders were particularly 
vulnerable because the gunners were used to 

watching for ME 110s and Dornier 17s, two of 

the commonest of our visitors. The Hudsons and 

Hampdens acted like magnets and sometimes 

attracted a warm but unwelcome steel reception. 

Apart from the Hudson, other ‘Yanks’ which came 

around later but still fairly early in the war were the 

Douglas Boston (or Havoc possibly) and the Àrst of 
the American-built Àghters. One of the Mustangs 
(P51), which had an Allison engine, made a lot of 
noise and seemed to get nowhere very fast. It was 

indeed fortuitous that this RAF-inspired Àghter was 
‘on the stocks’ so to speak and, when Àtted with the 
Rolls Royce Merlin (later built by Packard in vast 

quantities), evolved as a real winner without which 
the USAF almost certainly would have been unable 

to carry out its long-range daylight operations. The 

‘Twin-Turret Devil’ (translation from German), the 
P.38 Lockheed Lightning, played a big part too as 

did the R.67 Thunderbolt which though tough was a 

heavy thirsty brute.

Well, back to 23rd November. After putting down 

wires, we stayed on to ‘Áight’.  Much of the grazing 
was Áooded with shallow water, ideal for snipe 

and surface-feeding duck. Theo had a nice double 

hammerless, Bill a long hammer double, Father 

had his old Midland double with twist-barrels and 

Belgian black powder proof and I had borrowed a 

single barrel Yank, a Harrington & Richardson, 

from Chimp Green who was always borrowing 

my football. It was robust if nothing else. The only 

other shotgun Father owned at the time was a double 

barrel .410 hammer ‘Tukaway’ pistol on a Àrearms 
certiÀcate he paid £4 for. It was handy for rats but 
he once had a running hare with it, which was pretty 

good shooting. It was useless for wildfowling.   

The night was cold and quiet and nothing to speak 

of as regards quantities of fowl but I did Áoor a 
Àne mallard drake and was cock-a-hoop, my very 
Àrst duck, and we ate it roasted with even greater 
appreciation than usual.   Chickens and home ducks 

were pretty expensive because the days of intensive 

livestock rearing had not really arrived, and wildfowl 

were very welcome at any time, especially in view 

of Pop’s antipathy towards chickens.   

All the Brinkleys were wildfowlers and Vic would 

sometimes bring us a duck, which he sold at 2s. 6d. 

(half a crown). As I say, it was quite a lot of money, 
but not much when you consider he had probably 

been out most of the night for it. After Áight, it was 
pretty dark and quiet but as we splashed back to the 

Houses in Broad Street c.1930-1940. 71 Broad Street, where John Anderson was born, is the third 

house along from left. OM 2007.51.1.44
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boat every cock pheasant within miles started to crow. 

We knew what that meant and, sure enough, some 

seconds later came a distant explosion seawards. 

How does a pheasant, one or two miles inland, pick 

up an explosion much earlier than a human who is 

that much nearer to it?   Perhaps it experiences a 

pressure wave which birds and animals can feel but 

humans have lost the sense for?   

When the Àrst bombs fell around us all we kids 
(and a lot of grown-ups!) always went looking for 
‘souvenirs’, which meant splinters, but later these 

were common enough not to bother with. I suppose 

that, had Orford been a big town, it would have been 

described as ‘heavily bombed’ but since most of 

the bombs fell in open Àelds they hardly warranted 
a mention. A close stick went into the recreation 

ground just outside the school wall by the outside 

loos but caused very little damage. Another lot fell 

by Lodge Farm, causing huge craters, one of them 

immediately beside a cottage, which strangely 

enough never lost a window. Such are the vagaries 

of ‘blast’.

There were bombs in the marshes and some at 

Newton, close to Sudbourne Hall, but we had got 

blasé about bombs that were not actually directed at 

us or at any rate we supposed they were not. Mines 

were also coming down regularly; one went into the 

river mud by the Bathing Hard near what is now 

the sewer outfall, but failed to explode. The bomb 

disposal boys valiantly dug for it when the tide went 

out and the mine went deeper every time it came in 

so eventually they gave up and presumably what’s 

left of it is still there.   

Another mine landed at the easterly end of Keepers 

Walk in the Àr trees at the extremity of what at that 
time was a copse of trees 15 foot high, rather close to 

the Broom Cottage in which Nelson and his parents 

were living at that time. This one did implode in the 

biggest possible way but the only damage was to the 

trees. Since the site is close to Butley Creek, it is 

possible that the mine-laying aircraft had intended it 

for the creek, perhaps thinking he was over Harwich 

harbour. After all, decades later a USAF pilot landed 

his F.100 Àghter in the river at Iken thinking he 
was coming in to Bentwaters, and during the war, 

the USAF had been known to bomb 200 miles off 

course!   

The area between the Broom cottages, Five Acre 

Covey and Butley Creek was unplanted and was 

mainly rough heath with enclosed bare warrens such 

as Keepers Walk. It was good for heath-nesting birds 

such as plover and stone curlews that also nested on 

other enclosures at Newton, Sudbourne Hall and on 

the hill further up the river at Chillesford. Nelson 

and I roamed it at will, little thinking that virtually 

all the heaths which abounded in Suffolk would soon 

be planted with Àr trees and that the heathland birds 
would virtually disappear. Snipe were very common 

visitors in the water meadows and you could always 

see and hear them during the spring.   

Well, the war went on and ‘incidents’ were fairly 

commonplace but the Àrst casualty which really hit 
me was that ‘Sticky’4 got killed.   I could imagine 

him charging a German tank with a drawn swagger-

stick so it came as more of a shock than a surprise. 

The boys held a memorial service in our school 

chapel that was very moving. Later we held more for 

ex-pupils. Jerry used to raid inland from time to time 

and one morning, as I was walking to school with 

a classmate, Martlesham was getting pasted. Even 

before the explosions started I knew, of course, that 

the planes were Jerry from the engine note but we 

continued to walk until a lady popped out of a house 

near the chapel and dragged us inside to avoid any 

falling hardware. This was nice of her, but we were 

not really bothered. Foolhardy no doubt, but Jerry 

wasn’t that close.   

Something that always amazed me was that our 

teachers, perhaps many grown-ups, never seemed to 

be able to tell friend from foe. Jerry often overÁew 
the school and we’d get a glimpse of a He 111 

through the clouds but there was never any doubt in 

my mind about what it was even before a sighting. 

Father’s ‘stay awake’ meant for me, among many 

things, that it was a good idea to be able to identify 

an aircraft by its engine noise. The basis was to tell 

a BMW or Junkers from a Merlin or Hercules and I 

still can.

One day we were sitting in class and I heard the 

well-known throb, looked up and saw a low Dornier 

through the window so said to Bill Curtois “Sir, 

that is a German aircraft!” whereupon, he went into 

panic mode but far too late if the visitor had had evil 

intent towards us. Generally, the dangerous time is 

when they’re coming, though admittedly it wasn’t 

unknown for gunners to give things a squirt as they 

departed. At home, we had long ago given up going 

into the shelter; even when sitting in the lounge we’d 

just listen and hope.   

British and German aircraft used the Ness as a 

navigation aid, so on many a long night in the 

1940/41 winter blitz, we endured Jerry going over 
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at intervals of a minute or two, generally unopposed, 

giving a sigh of relief when he got immediately 

overhead – and then waiting for the approach of 

the next one. Even if you are not supposed to be the 

actual target, this tends to get wearing. If challenged, 

a bomber would dump and run so you could never 

be sure where the bombs would fall. The commonest 

Àghters we saw early on were Hurricanes, usually 
in the basic Àghting pairs (a format borrowed from 
Jerry) and it was these that took the brunt of the 
attacks but they never had the élan of a Spit and 

always looked slower which, in fact, they were.  

The lads would come back into Martlesham usually 

right over the school after a sortie and sometimes 

would victory roll as they passed, causing the engine 

to pop and stutter but presumably the Jerrys didn’t 

have that problem with their advanced fuel injection 

and superb supercharger on their V.12  DB601s. I 

don’t remember the exact date but at some time in 

1940, Pop got a leg-up and moved to Leiston. This 

left me without transport to Woodbridge so I went 

into digs with Mr and Mrs Clarke in BredÀeld Road, 
which was close to the school and cost less than 

being a boarder though ‘digs’ were frowned upon for 

day-boys who were supposed to live at home5.

They were kind to me but Bert had had a bad 

experience with a high-voltage overhead line that 

turned his hair white prematurely and didn’t do his 

heart much good. Their only son was in the airforce 

in the desert and that caused them a lot of heartache. I 

stayed with them from Monday to Saturday, catching 

Vic Foreman’s old red carriers’ bus backwards 

and forwards. What would the villagers have done 

without the carriers? They did all the shopping in 

Ipswich or Woodbridge for things not available in 

the villages or for the disabled, poor and immobile 

and carried anything the GPO couldn’t cope with 

and some that it could.   

The bus wasn’t too convenient and I soon took to 

cycling to school on Monday morning and back on 

Saturday afternoon after games, which took only an 

hour or so. Winter was best because if the ground was 

hard, we had a cross-country run instead of rugger, 

so I could belt round as fast as possible and get home 

early, often in time for Áight. On this particular 
Saturday, I think in the autumn, I got nearly to Spratt 

Street, Eyke, just after the Àre engine, and found the 
smoking remains of a Blenheim in some shallow 

gravel workings where it had come to rest after 

ploughing through a plantation of Àr trees. There 
was nothing the Àremen could do except remove 
the remains, most of which could have been put in a 

bucket. One of the lads had won a presentation watch 

that the Àremen carefully cleaned and recovered for 
the donor. I wondered when this would be my lot if 

the war went on long enough. Did the Àremen get 
‘invalided out’ with trauma money?  I certainly got 

no counselling.   

One beautiful September morning I was patrolling 

round the corn in the Àeld just across the road from 
the old Rectory boundary when a Dornier appeared 

very low seawards and started slowly circling 

between Orford and Aldeburgh presumably making 

photographs of munitions at the aerodrome etc. 

Harry Holden (actually a Smy) was riding the binder 
and keeping an eye on Jerry. 

The tractor was an old parafÀn Fordson, which is 
not renowned for its quietness so the driver couldn’t 

either hear or see the raider, having to watch the 

cut. However, they continued harvesting but every 

time Jerry put his nose inland, Harry gave the time-

honoured signal to stop and they would both dive 

into the hedge. Meanwhile we youngsters would 

recede under the trees. It was rather like the tide 

going in and out but, eventually, Jerry dropped his 

bombs and Áew away.   

It was a very noisy day and we could hear mass raids 

going on at great height and see plenty of vapour 

trails. At this time we didn’t see much anti-aircraft 

Àre close by but there was a balloon barrage over 
Harwich that could easily be seen from the Orford 

district and their guns were in action on many, many 

nights and some days. At night of course you could 

see the bursts but not the target unless it happened 

to be hit by searchlights! Our nearest searchlight 

then was on the heath between White Gates and 

Sudbourne Church.

Whenever I saw ‘triple A’ (as it is now known) in 
action at that time, the bursts always seemed to be 

miles behind the target and they didn’t hit a lot but 

this may be misleading because, of course, the burst 

occurs before the smoke Áowers and becomes visible 
from the ground so I dare say the commonest words 

in the Jerry gunners’ vocabulary were the two ‘Ss’, 

scheiss and schnell!  Actually, I personally never had 

any doubts about Ànal victory, which is a bit stupid 
considering the state we were in but, for me, the 

scuttling of the Graf Spee was a sure indication that 

Jerry would be beaten eventually.   

The word went round about small ships being 

required to go south for the evacuation from France 

and some of the East Coast workboats would have 
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been pretty handy on the beaches but we were too far 

north to be of much use.   By the time you got there 

with your Handy Billy going full blast, it would have 

been all over and I sometimes wonder who holds the 

record for the private boat from furthest north or 

west to attend.

Back to ‘our’ war in the air. An Italian CR42 landed 

on Orford beach and local rumour had it that this 

was not so much a brown-shirt as a brown-pants job 

but that, apparently, was unfair as it had suffered 

loss of oil pressure. I had some de-activated ammo 

provided by an RAF armourer who was digging 

with my grandparents at the time and it was virtually 

identical with our own 303.   

A bomber went down at Bromeswell, not far cross-

country from the Blenheim site, but I didn’t go to 

see it which shows I must have been losing interest 

in crashes. I would never have missed one earlier. 

The Italians last came on 23rd November 1940 (my 

birthday seems to attract people!), reportedly losing 
several aircraft attacking a convoy but I know 

nothing of this. In fact the nearest bombs ever came 

to me was when Bill Harvey, Father and myself were 

down at Dove Point (always pronounced Dovey by 

locals) and Jerry was attacking just offshore. One 
bomber broke away and unloaded close to us; I was 

Àrst Áat.   

There was a lot of red-hot shingle Áying about but it 
didn’t quite reach us which was lucky because stone 

is just as bad as real shrapnel and a helluva lot gets 

shifted by a bomb. Even today it causes trouble to my 

friend Richard Murphy (Dick) who runs the saw-mill 
at Sudbourne Hall. The saw is an old French beauty 

but driven now by a Fordson Major (‘stretched’ 

locally from a four to six cylinder engine) instead 
of the original electrics and very economical. The 

‘trouble’ is that some trees contain bits of Áint which 
cannot, of course, be found by metal detectors and 

may cause terminal damage to a valuable saw and 

doesn’t do much for the operator either.   

One day, Dick was sawing up an old oak tree when 

he sliced the top off a Àst-sized hole well up the trunk 
and was surprised to Ànd a large, fat, very black 
and very ugly toad in the hole. It was totally unlike 

the English delicacy.  Not even a Frog would have 

tackled it. The entrance to the hole was only about an 

inch in diameter so presumably the toad had entered 

when only a tiny toadlet and had survived for many 

years in this cavern living on any bug which sought 

shelter and keeping moist in the rainwater draining 

down the trunk. The cavern was worn beautifully 

smooth and round and, when released, the toad 

toddled off quite happily. I wonder how long he had 

been incarcerated. Maybe more than one of our life 

sentences. Perhaps several.   

 JA with his uncle, lobster Àshing at Selsey c1950s. Photograph: Michael Anderson.
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In order to reach Havergate Island and from 

there Dove Point, the Harveys kept a dinghy near 

Havergate Drift and we would bike down across the 

marshes and row over the narrowest part of the river 

downstream of the ‘Hosshard’ (Horse Hard). Bill 
usually rowed and was stringy and strong but it was 

often rough and a bit hairy. You certainly didn’t need 

to lose an oar because ‘The Main’ was mined against 

seaplanes. They were only little mines moored on 

the surface but it would have been curtains to drift 

down on one.   

In daylight, Theo was still able to run a boat and, on 

one occasion, I was very excited to Ànd a crate of 
lard when walking the river wall one early morning.  

This was gold-dust indeed when our fat ration for 

the week wouldn’t have fried a decent-sized egg. 

The lard was contained in a frail crate with a single 

sheet of grease-proof paper to protect it and was 

very muddy but I knew it was only a case of shaving 

off the outside and that underneath the fat would be 

perfect. So I hurried home to alert Theo, who turned 

out immediately, not being on duty, and we went off 

to retrieve it.

Alas, someone on foot had beaten us to it; the crate 

was broken up and the lard totally gone. Someone 

strong must have seen it earlier and returned with 

a big back-pack to carry it away. One thing we had 

quite a lot of from the river was full cream dried milk 

in large cans that were sealed round with waterproof 

sticky tape. It made excellent desserts and ice-cream. 

At one time there was so much oil from wrecks that 

the shingle on the beaches was like a tarred road and 

later you could have ridden a bike or even a car along 

it in places, but eventually this ‘tarmac’ disappeared.   

Talking of rations, one job taken on by Woodbridge 

School (and probably many others) was the issue 
of ration books and we pupils had to write them all 

out by hand which isn’t quite as easy as it sounds, 

having to identify infants etc and the size of some 

of the families was quite something. Not that this 

should have been surprising to me because, although 

I knew no RC families in Orford, the biggest family 

in the village had 14 kids.   

Going back to the ‘Hosshard’, this was where the 

cattle etc got shipped backwards and forwards to the 

Island in a rope-hauled barge that eventually Ànished 
up as Vic Brinkley’s shed on Orford Quay on the 

site of the present substantial ‘guardhouse’. Vic kept 

his gear in it including his very big muzzle-loading 

punt-gun and a Reilly nickel-plated 4-bore and never 

suffered any loss. George had a bigger shed close to 

the crane to house a lot of his gear and other sheds 

behind Vic’s and close to the river wall. 

The one on the quay was the Àrst repository for 
bodies coming ashore and the Àrst one I ever saw was 
that of the pilot mentioned earlier. The shed suffered 

a Àre and was later removed and never replaced, 
which made it a bit easier for access to the crane 

and the bigger and ever heavier bits of aircraft that 

were carried to Orfordness on the ferries. However, 

activities had quietened down for a time when the A 

and AEE moved their aircraft and themselves from 

Martlesham Heath to Boscombe Down.

 Woodbridge School Cadet Corps 1945  – JA is centre in the back row (the tallest). Photograph: Michael Anderson.
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After Dunkirk and during the air war that was 

supposed to clear the way for the German invasion, 

it was panic stations in Britain. There were already 

many concrete ‘blockhouses’ or strongpoints in 

strategic positions and some were very cleverly 

camouÁaged as, for example, cafés but these were 
scattered in lines of defence and there weren’t nearly 

enough. Some were built into the river walls and 

remain to this day.   There was even a First World 

War round pillbox, which stood on the Butley side 

of the creek opposite ‘the Fleet’ or a bit upstream, 

beautifully decorated with the insignia of The Royal 

Engineers incised into the wet concrete. This got 

bulldozed after the 1953 Áood.

On another occasion, I was up by Ox Sluice when 

I came across a lot of Pioneers who were busily 

engaged in building ‘blockhouses’ of which there 

were now a number on the wall.  The difference was 

that these were constructed from sackcloth, canvas 

and Àr poles and had communication trenches three 
inches deep running into them. This was supposed to 

fool Jerry reconnaissance planes.   

Everyone was spy-crazy then and as I approached 

with father’s old Midland gun under my arm, I heard 

one say to another “let’s arrest that guy, he may be 

a spy!”   That was a bit of a joke because the most 

offensive weapon they had was a pick-mattock, 

real weapons being at a premium. I greeted them 

cheerfully in English and they relaxed, so much so 

that one asked whether he could have a shot. I don’t 

think he had ever handled a riÁe. I said “no” for 
obvious reasons but offered to shoot at something 

if he wished. He pointed to a post on the mud that 

I splattered. They were delighted “why ever don’t 

they issue us with something like that,” they asked. 

“We couldn’t miss with one of those!”     

The threat of ‘Operation Sealion’ receded. Life went 

on and there were shortages of virtually everything, 

but with our chickens and garden produce we were 

pretty well off foodwise.  Prior to the war, Pop had 

been in the habit of buying cheap petrol, which was 

much the same price per gallon as a packet of 20 

Players cigarettes, about 11 pence if my memory 

serves me.   There were so many brands available 

and some have endured to this day.   Others like 

‘Cleveland Discol’ (very good stuff) didn’t, but 
the cheapest was RO (Russian Oil Products) but 
commonly known as Ropey Old Petrol.

Electricity supply being essential, Pop had a ration 

for his Austin to get to and from work so right from 

the beginning of the war, servicemen would turn up 

on the doorstep asking for a lift into Woodbridge 

(later Leiston) in the early morning which often gave 
them an extra day’s leave, and any case, it saved 

valuable pennies because, as all British servicemen 

will remember, wartime service was not overpaid. 

Pop was often on duty most of the night and working 

all day so was pretty tired also and, as I was only 

home at weekends, cultivating got a bit difÀcult.   
Mum was game but her legs weren’t, so Pop decided 

to get a tractor. However no small tractors were 

available (or even made?) at that time and, anyway, 
if anything had been available we couldn’t have 

afforded it! He then decided to build one.   

His chosen basic was a crashed 1927 Austin Seven – 

the old three-speed model with magneto ignition and 

he also obtained a First World War lorry back axle 

with part-chassis and wooden artillery-type wheels. 

The Garrett engineering works of steam-engine and 

peat-harvester fame machined the half-shafts etc 

to reduce the old axle to a very narrow track and 

thus nearly match the Austin Seven front axle, and a 

set of spud wheels was welded to the original steel 

‘artillery’ rims. Then the two parts were ready to be 

joined.

The gearing thus obtained would have been much 

too high, so a four-speed Morris Eight gearbox was 

bought from the scrap yard and mounted in tandem 

with the Austin box, thus reducing the top speed to 

walking pace which meant very low speeds were 

available for ploughing. There was plenty of help 

and advice available from our farming friends who, 

I suspect, thought we were suffering from BSE or 

its alleged derivative We took the advice offered 

regarding the placing of the ploughshare relative to 

the furrow wheel and Sid Green, the blacksmith at 

Newton, created the steelwork for the plough which 

was planned to have a power-lift so that you could 

raise and lower the share in tight corners.   

Sid drilled the Àxings with his workshop machine 
which was powered by a de Dion engine, having 

a water hopper grafted to the cylinder head as the 

original cooling was a bit underdone, the engine 

never being intended to be run when stationary. 

Even in the 1940s, this engine should have been in 

a museum. By manipulating the tractor gearboxes 

you could, of course, get a powered drive without 

turning the land wheels and, moving a lever, wind up 

or let down a steel cable that attached the plough to 

a winch. This, I think, was originally from a captive 

weather balloon or similar on Orfordness.   
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Discs and coulters were readily donated to us but we 

had to buy the actual share which was a Ransomes 

‘Kristeel’ which cost quite a lot, £14?   It had a 
‘digging body’ and was said to plough to 14 inches. 

The whole assembly proved to be a bit light so we 

removed the radiator and replaced it with a large 

galvanized tank full of water. Even then, on sticky 

going, the best way to keep the share to full depth 

was for someone to stand on it which meant me or 

brother Pete. The tractor could easily be converted to 

a saw-bench for rough work and we used ‘Katakilla’, 

as brother Pete christened it, for about 30 years 

without changing the clutch, but I suppose the hours 

per year were not that high. Katakilla eventually got 

sold in 1989 to an Austin Seven specialist who gave 

me £100 for her in view of the magneto engine.   

Spark plugs had to be changed regularly since the 

engine was somewhat oily. The sump oil from Pop’s 

car got used up in it and we had lots of 18mm plugs 

by courtesy of the army who occupied, among many 

other places, the Mission Hall at the bottom of Bakers 

Lane as part of their transport stores and workshops. 

Unfortunately, one day some dozy squaddy left a 

well-pumped blow lamp playing on a pile of tyres.

The place was full of assorted oils, parts and fuels so 

they ran about like headless chickens until showing 

sound common sense by departing the scene at a 

high rate of knots to all points of the compass.   

The Mission no longer had a hall which, in fact, was 

reduced to ground level but, of course, spark plugs 

will withstand very high temperatures and most were 

unharmed. When plenty became available, the army 

got terribly careless with its weapons, some of which 

were liberated by civilians and used for rabbiting but, 

even when the Yanks provided the little M1 carbine, 

they said it was still overpowered for small game.  

One result of the Dunkirk disaster had been that the 

authorities scoured the country for military weapons. 

They emptied the school armoury of our ‘Smellies’ 

and Lewis but we were left with Winchesters, the 

classic ’73 model in .44/40 calibre, much beloved of 

John Wayne, and these even had octagonal barrels. 

If you knew what to do, you could convert them to a 

sort of single-shot capping muzzle-loading shotgun 

but you had to be careful about this on Àeld-days as 
it was difÀcult to unload.  

Meanwhile, the word had gone out to ‘The Empire’ 

and it wasn’t too long before weapons started to arrive 

in the UK.  Again, Woodbridge School was pressed 

into service as loads of Canadian riÁes arrived and 
had to be prepared for use. They had been in storage 

since the 1914/18 shemozzle and were crated and 

packed in grease; even the barrels were solid with 

it. They were delivered to the school armoury and 

withdrawn a crate at a time. Then the lads set to work 

with cleaning rods to remove long worms of grease 

from the barrel, strip the action, wash everything 

clean with white spirit, Ànally lightly oiling them in 
the approved fashion.   

I don’t know to whom these were issued but 

eventually all the uniformed forces got armed 

or re-armed and that included the Local Defence 

Volunteers (‘look, duck, vanish’) who later became 
the Home Guard (‘Dads’ Army’) and the Royal 
Observer Corps. I suppose it is a typically British 

tradition to poke fun at such bodies and, although 

initially the LDV was armed mainly with sporting 

guns and riÁes, after Dunkirk they were better armed 
than many regular units, some of whom still went on 

guard with pikes.   

The summer of 1941 saw me eagerly awaiting another 

visit to Overbury and as soon as school broke up 

for the holidays, I tackled my parents about cycling 

there rather than going by public transport. I had no 

problem with moving around and my parents agreed 

that I could cycle to Overbury so I overhauled my 

bike and next day set out early in the morning with 

my ‘Model D’ strapped to the cross-bar, a belt of 12 

bore ammo in the saddle bag (it was in pretty short 

supply) together with pockets of egg sandwiches, 
buns and a bottle of lemonade.   

There wasn’t a lot of private trafÀc. Main roads 
were rather like country lanes today and, because of 

invasion fears, all (and I mean all) signposts had been 
removed so navigation wasn’t as easy as it could 

have been. The commonest trafÀc was agricultural 
horse-drawn (bear in mind petrol rationing and that 

few people owned cars), and  many heavy trucks as 
airÀeld building was going on feverishly all over 
East Anglia which necessitated a lot of sand and 

ballast. Suffolk, Cambridgeshire and Bedfordshire, 

of course, were prime counties for airÀelds.   

I saw many airÀelds with Àghters at Àrst; farther 
inland were heavy bombers too. Some of the 

airÀelds abutted roads and there were planes on 
dispersal everywhere. This journey on a bike is a 

fairly long haul, but fewer than 100 miles a day, as 

I planned to do it in two days, so no sweat. The Àrst 
night I stopped somewhere west of Bedford and had 

chips in a café for a few pence.   I then got Bed and 

Breakfast for 3/6d (17.5p). They even locked my 
bike up for the night which was handy and, with a 
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good breakfast inside me, I was ready for the last 

leg. It was a pleasant day’s ride and no real rain so I 

was in good spirits as I eventually crossed over the 

railway bridge and the brook close to Jack’s cottage.   

Aunt Daisy doted on me and, whilst she knew I was 

coming, she hadn’t been told how so was somewhat 

taken aback when I walked in insisting that my 

parents be told of my arrival immediately. She 

hopped on her bike and we went up to the village a 

couple of miles away to send a telegram as there was 

no phone at or even near the cottage. She dictated 

“John arrived tired and hungry” but somehow the 

GPO managed to get it as “tired and angry” which 

caused some puzzlement at home.   

Overbury is about half-way between the midland 

industrial towns and the Bristol Channel, so wasn’t 

in a target situation nor even on direct routes so it 

seemed wonderfully quiet to me. I’m sure they must 

have had plenty of action in the area at one time or 

another but I heard and saw few aircraft, mainly 

trainers. What they did have was loads of Italian 

prisoners-of-war who wore distinctive patches on 

their jackets. Large groups of these would arrive on 

the farms by truck under ‘guard’ by a single British 

service man and would work all day, returning to 

camp at night.  

It was hardly a prisoner/captive relationship 

and generally resembled more a holiday-camp 

atmosphere. The ‘Eyeties’ were a pretty happy 

young bunch especially when the weather resembled 

their sunny homeland and I don’t think there were 

many who wanted to escape and go back to get shot 

at.   Escape from England was a pretty practical 

impossibility anyway. Jack always stopped to pass 

the time of day with whomsoever was in charge or 

with any of those who spoke some English, which 

seemed to be very few, and if he had trapped or shot 

anything edible, it went into the pot with everything 

else as they were fond of a stew-up over an open Àre. 
I don’t know how they got on for spaghetti.  

My time at Overbury quickly passed and I was due 

to go back to school.   The Vale of Evesham and 

surrounding area was prime fruit-growing country 

and Daisy was busy all summer at the soft fruit so I 

used to go too. I had earned more than enough for a 

night’s lodging on the return journey but the idea did 

not meet with much approval. 

They were very protective and I got home on a train 

with my bike in the guard’s van having negotiated a 

deal with them based on cash (mine) against distance 

which meant going to London as cross-country rail 

travel was pretty hopeless. Of course, trains into 

London were pretty ‘iffy’ too but all went well and 

after negotiating my way to East London, I was 

lucky to get a lift in a ballast truck which dropped 

me at Romford so had an easy run home within the 

day.

It was back to school again and September was the 

beginning of my last school year as there were no 

plans for further education. Life went on much as 

usual. Jerry still put in an appearance but much less 

so than in the summer of 1940 and the winter blitz 

of 1940/41. It was a lonely and depressing time, 

successive disasters were accumulative and the loss 

of the Hood was felt very badly.

References:

1 Stavender = presumably Staverton.

2 chattels = property, goods, as opposed  to real estate; not only 

livestock. 

3 ROC = Royal Observer Corps.

4 unidentiÀed – probably a friend of John Anderson.

5 John Anderson had won a scholarship to Woodbridge School.

Later years: JA  in 1985. Photograph: Michael Anderson.
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My great grandfather, William Pretty, was born in 

1842 into a family of corset manufacturers based in 

Ipswich. The Àrm, Footman Pretty & Nicholson, had 
been founded in 1820 and by the 1860s had become 

William Pretty & Sons, William having joined his 

father, William Pretty senior, in the family business.

In the late 1870s the Pretty corset factory was situated 

in a long narrow rectangle between Tower Ramparts 

and Crown Street and Peel Street and High Street 

where it remained until it was demolished following 

the closure of the business in 1983. It is now a NCP 

car park. In William’s time the factory employed 

over 80 ‘hands’, both men and women.

At that time the corset was more than a stiff, rather 

uncomfortable, undergarment; it was a vital part 

of the average well-to-do Victorian lady’s outÀt, 
consisting of several layers of materials, one layer 

put on after the other, with some of the under layers 

boned and supported. Ribbons were sometimes 

inserted to tie up an underskirt that could be let 

down, so as to give the dress a small train suitable 

for evening wear. The train could then be hitched up 

for everyday household work.  

The corset supports, or ‘busk’, were often of 

whalebone that had the useful facility of being 

pliable when warmed up by body heat. William and 

his father had an extensive knowledge of the costs 

and qualities of different ladies dress materials, 

boning and supports.  

At the age of 20, William had married Margaret 

Woollard and they had three children before 

Margaret died in childbirth. At the age of 28 William 

moved in with his elderly parents to 11 Henley Road, 

the household consisting of William, his children, 

his parents, a few servants and also his late wife’s 

sister, Anne Woollard, who had come to live with the 

family and care for the children. Anne Woollard also 

expected to be the next Mrs Pretty in due course. 

William was enormously hardworking. Through 

his work buying and selling cloth, machinery and 

other equipment for the factory, running the factory 

and meeting clients, he frequently visited London, 

taking the train from Ipswich. There he had met 

Annie Sherrington, who lived with her parents in 

Upper Norwood.    

Annie was one of Àve children. Her family was 
not particularly well off and her brother, William, 

lived with his wife nearby. Some years later one of 

Annie’s sisters, Helen, or Nellie as she was known in 

the family, was murdered in a notorious case whilst 

she and her husband managed a saloon bar called the 

Campers Retreat in the Californian mining outback.

   

William and Annie almost certainly met at Crystal 

Palace, where Annie had a stall – or ‘counter’ – in 

one of the upstairs galleries. Crystal Palace was a 

huge cast-iron and plate-glass structure originally 

built in Hyde Park to house the Great Exhibition of 

1851, after which it was relocated to the top of Penge 

Peak, next to Sydenham Hill, and was re-opened by 

Queen Victoria in 1854. It burned down in 1936.

Besides having many stalls ‘The Palace’ was an 

enormously exciting place, a vast entertainment 

venue and museum that held exhibitions, concerts, 

circuses and many other events including an exact 

replica of a house excavated from the ruins of 

Pompeii in 1824. William made frequent visits to 

‘The Palace’ to buy materials and machinery for the 

factory.

   

After he had met Annie their courtship was conducted 

mostly by letter.  Annie kept a diary and also stored 

away every letter she received.  A few years ago, 

my brother and I inherited several hundred dusty 

Victorian letters and diaries and other memorabilia, 

most still in their original envelopes, and they give a 

vivid glimpse of her courtship and family life.  Some 

of the letters to Annie were addressed simply to Miss 

Annie Sherrington, Upper Norwood. 

   

William’s letters to Annie were always lively and 

sometimes quite sarcastic. Several had been torn 

up by Annie in a fury and then later stuck together 

again and kept. We have only two of Annie’s replies. 

Whilst courting, William sent pieces of material and 

The wooing of Annie Sherrington

Theresa Curtis relates how, after a courtship mainly 

by letter, marriage to a foxhunting corset-maker from 

Ipswich eventually took the family to Sutton Hoo
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clothing samples to Annie. In one letter he writes:

I sent the blue jacket I mentioned and the 

green one.  I should not have sent the latter 

but it is so beautifully made that I thought if 

the others didn’t Àt, it might do just for 2 or 
3 times wearing for a change, but don’t keep 

one of them if you do not like them or they 

cannot be made to Àt nicely.

Train journeys from Ipswich have not altered much 

in the last 140 years. In December 1873 William 

wrote:  

I certainly did have a miserable time of it 

in London last journey, what with having 

to go up the Metropolitan Railway as far as 

Edgware Road twice and not being able to do 

any business in the City and the suffocating 

inÁuence of the fog. I was glad enough 
to reach Ipswich which I did shortly after 

midnight. We were nearly an hour getting 

as far as Stratford on our line – this part lies 

very low and if there is fog anywhere they 

get it here. We could only just see our hand, 

stretched out at arm’s length, for all the light 

in the carriage. 

When William stayed for a night in London, he 

arranged to stay with Annie’s brother, William, and 

his wife Ada. In a letter to Annie he wrote: 

I like Wm’s place immensely. It’s the jolliest 

little house at £40 a year I ever saw – we 
should expect to pay as much for it in Ipswich. 

It appears to have every convenience and 

the locality is very pleasant. I’ve no doubt 

we shall spend some happy hours there. Ada 

says that you must always come when I’m 

in town and I know sufÀcient of William not 
to refuse such a good opportunity of meeting 

you.

  

Business at the factory in Ipswich was booming and 

William was working hard. His wooing of Annie 

was accompanied with gifts of material: 

I had a good day’s business today, so you 

must accept, with my love, 10 yds of Blk Silk 

Velvet, which I have ordered to be sent to 

Wm’s address. I think it will wear well and if 

there is not sufÀcient let me know soon, that I 
may secure more from the same piece. Now, 

Annie, I shall expect, if you want anything 

for yourself in the City you will let me have 

the privilege of getting it for you. I know it is 

rather a rash offer as you good people living 

in London know so much better what is the 

correct thing, than we poor ‘yokels’.

And again he writes:

My dearest little Pet

You must not think because I never write that 

I neglect you. I have been engaged the entire 

day with a New York client and another is 

coming down tomorrow. This on the top of 

more than I can do without them leaves me 

no time for the dutiful.

Send a pattern of the silk you want and 

anything else you may require.

You would be rather amused at my 

correspondence if you saw it all. I sent and 

received 17 telegrams today and yesterday – 

one from New York amongst them – and I 

must get up in the morning to write a letter as 

long as your arm.

At home, William was now coming under some 

pressure from his parents to tell them what his plans 

were. William Pretty senior had, by mistake, opened 

some of Annie’s letters. Annie was told to address 

her letters to him more carefully: 

Enclosed envelope will explain why it is 

necessary to address my letters distinctly 

(as you do) if you do not wish others to read 
them.  This is the third within a month that 

has come under my father’s inspection, but 

he is a good old soul, and I don’t know if I 

should mind him reading even yours – but 

not just yet.   

However Anne Woollard, William’s sister-in-law 

and carer of his children, had also noticed what 

was going on and was becoming alarmed at the 

possibility of losing her position and her home. She 

started making enquiries. William wrote to Annie 

after one visit:

Oct 10 1873

My dear Annie

As anticipated, I had to say my catechism on 

arriving home last night.

A.  “Well, William have you made it all  

 right?”

W.  “Made what all right, Anne?”

A.   “Oh, you know” 

W.  “You must be more explicit”

A.   “When are you going to be married to  
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 Annie Sherrington?”

W.  “I really can’t say”

A.   “You appear to pay her a good deal of 

attention. I thought you meant to make her 

an offer.”

W.  “Can’t a fellow be civil to a girl without 

making her an offer?  Still I must admit that 

Miss S. is a very nice girl and I might do a 

great deal worse. Don’t get alarmed, Anne. 

I will give you six months notice before we 

get married etc etc etc.” 

So ended Àrst chapter. Result A. Woollard 
turns sulky.  I try to be amiable – a very 

difÀcult task when you have been hard at 
work all day. Most likely nothing more will 

be said about your visit; I shall not introduce 

the subject.

William’s great passion was hunting. There was 

opposition from both the Pretty family and Annie. 

Both families were strict Methodists and felt that 

hunting was a frivolous pastime. Annie was a Sunday 

school teacher at the Methodist church in Norwood.

   

William was anxious for Annie to learn to ride and 

join him in his hunting. He persuaded her to have 

riding lessons both in London and on her visits to 

Ipswich. Annie did take some riding lessons, but she 

did not share William’s enthusiasm and she never 

really enjoyed it. William, however, was determined 

to hunt. It was his great relaxation from his work at 

the factory. He wrote to Annie:   

I had two or three hours hunting on Friday. 

It was a lovely day, but my good father’s 

(for certainly a better man never lived) 
opposition to this particular amusement of 

mine is so strong and decided that it detracts 

considerably from any enjoyment I might 

otherwise get from it. We get on very well 

in other affairs, i.e. that is business etc, but 

directly I go in for any sport, especially this 

one, he gets wrath, and some day I am almost 

afraid it may result in one of us doing what 

he may repent afterwards.  

  My argument is that a man of my age 

and experience is entitled to a little more 

consideration now than I was a dozen years 

back, and if I can’t have a day’s amusement 

after my heart’s own desire now, I never shall;  

Before the meet: Despite strong opposition from his parents and others, William Pretty was a keen hunting man for much of his life. 

Pictured centre, he is accompanied by his four sons, from left to right, William, Ernest, Frank and Donald.
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in certain things he treats us all as children 

and pooh poohs our having any inclinations 

or opinions different from his own, which are 

very ancient, although perhaps sound.

As you are well aware this hunting is my 

weak point. I have cherished the idea ever 

since a boy, that some day I should be able 

to enjoy it without hurting anyone’s feelings; 

but since I was twenty-one (when I had six 

good weeks of it as a Ànish up for the time) I 
have smothered my inclinations and I believe 

positively haven’t been out a dozen times. 

For several years I never went at all, and now 

that I feel justiÀed in spending a few pounds 
in this indulgence, and certainly for the good 

of health, my worthy father sets his face as 

strongly against it as ever.

Annie Ànally agreed to marry William and their 
wedding arrangements began.  However, Annie kept 

this letter from a rejected admirer, 

although she carefully cut out the 

signature so that his identity would 

never be known.  (The young 

man was particularly anxious that 

his lack of success should not be 

generally known!) 

My dear Miss Annie

I feel I must write and thank you 

for the kind and tender way in 

which you treated me under the 

painful circumstances in which I 

was placed on Saturday afternoon.

I could not have complained if 

you had refused to listen to a word 

I had to say, as you were unable 

to say “yes” to my request. But 

you kindly allowed me to express 

my feelings and I believe were 

deeply sorry for me. I cherish 

the remembrance of your gentle 

patience as a source of comfort 

when I need it much.

Perhaps I was too bold in my 

abrupt confession, but as I felt it 

I thought I had better say it, rather 

than remain in suspense, and I 

have been glad ever since that I 

did say it, although it has caused 

me such a deep wound.  I am 

honourably defeated and I resign 

all claims upon you other than that 

of pure and true friendship.

You have given me all the 

satisfaction I require in promising 

not to speak of the affair to any one and I 

will in the future, with your permission, be 

content to remain… (signature cut out)

The wedding plans hit many problems. William was 

not the perfect suitor.     There was his difÀcult family 
situation, and he also worked extremely hard, quite 

often being at the factory until late at night. His main 

request was that the wedding should be ‘quiet and 

restful’. He tried to get Annie to give up her work at 

the Crystal Palace, telling her she would get £100 for 
the sale of her stall, but Annie kept her independence 

until everything was settled.

   

During her visits to William’s family Annie began 

to feel rather intimidated at the thought of a move 

into the depths of a new family, and worried that she 

was not treated as she felt was her due during her 

visits to Ipswich. She also wanted to know more of 

William Pretty JP and his home, The Goldrood, from a biographical note that appeared 

in Norfolk and Suffolk in the 20th Century.
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William’s income and prospects. William wrote to 

reassure her:

All I can say is that, even supposing any of 

my friends had not shown that amount of 

affection etc which you might consider due 

to their future relative, I am entirely helpless, 

but I do not believe that I have a single friend 

or acquaintance (the whole could be counted 

on your Àngers I am thankful to say) but what 
have implicit conÀdence in my judgement 
in the selection of a wife; and will, one and 

all, make you as welcome to Ipswich as is in 

their power.

And again:

Sometimes I think you love me as well as 

any man could wish – at others I get the 

impression you do not care a pin about 

me. Dearest Annie, please note this – there 

is no girl I would like to have at the head 

of my household so well as yourself, but 

I most sincerely hope that if you have any 

misgivings you will say so.

I think you are quite right in saying you 

will not undertake to please all my friends 

and relatives, and it is very good of you to say 

you will please my good father and mother, 

who after all are about the only people in the 

world, I believe, who really care for me and I 

am sure will both do all they can to make you 

feel at home in Ipswich.

At the age of 24, Annie was taking up the 

responsibilities of a large existing family and 

William felt she might need help…

There is only one thing that I do not think you 

see the importance of (and I know you won’t 

mind me mentioning it) viz, a knowledge of 

the mysteries of housekeeping. I hope I never 

shall be in such a position that my wife would 

have to do domestic work herself, but I Àrmly 
believe it is most essential to the comfort and 

wellbeing of any household, be it one of my 

humble pretensions or be it a mansion with a 

dozen servants, that the mistress should know 

what is the correct thing in these matters; and 

there is not the same opportunity of learning 

after one is married than there is before.  

   I know you will take this suggestion for what 

it is worth as it really (in my case especially) 
concerns my little Annie’s personal comfort 

more than my own, and I’m sure she will 

never regret taking a little trouble in this 

respect 

William was not the most exciting of prospective 

husbands. He worked enormously hard and all he 

The old William Pretty factory at Tower Ramparts in Ipswich. The new factory, between Tower Ramparts, Crown Street and Peel 

Street, was demolished when the business closed in 1983 and is now a car park.
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wanted was a quiet wedding, with no fuss …

I do most sincerely hope our wedding is 

going to be a quiet one. It was my intention 

to write a long and affectionate epistle, but 

have been called away three times.

Then there was a problem with the wedding dress.  

William innocently wrote:

Enclosed are a few patterns of white satins, 

the better ones are all silk. The one at 3/6 

has a cotton back and is worth fully 5/9. I 

would defy the best judge in the world to 

know it from the 10/6 quality when made 

up, but I cannot help thinking (of course it 

is no business of mine) that white silk or 
satin dresses are not suitable to people in our 

humble station of life and I am sure I should 

like you just as well in anything else.

This caused a furious response from Annie, who felt 

that she should be entitled to wear white silk on her 

wedding day.

   

Regarding the choice of a honeymoon place, after a 

long debate, Switzerland was decided upon although 

the voyage there would not be without its challenges. 

While William claimed to want peace and quiet, the 

honeymoon seemed to depend on meeting a corset-

maker in Stuttgart on the way:

Late again!  Have been occupied all day 

with a New Yorker – the largest maker of 

German corsets in the world. It isn’t a matter 

of trying to sell goods just now. It is more 

a matter of how few orders I can take. I am 

sure, speaking cautiously, that I could have 

taken orders yesterday and today for £10,000 
- ten thousand pounds.  

This man’s home is in Stuttgart, although 

he spends half his time in N.Y. and he has 

invited me to go and see him – in fact pressed 

me much. He is a Rothschild and almost 

necessarily rich. I know from other parties 

besides himself that he employs 3,000 hands. 

I told him I wasn’t prepared to take heavy 

orders, as I meant to get married next month. 

Stuttgart is on our way to Switzerland. Will 

you go?

Then suddenly the wedding plans were put on hold. 

William senior was taken ill.

My father is suffering from a severe attack 

of bronchitis which, in consequence of 

preventing him from getting any sleep, makes 

him very ill, but I trust that this change in the 

weather will help him. I don’t suppose he has 

had an hour’s sleep for some days. I sat up 

with him last night as Alice and Anne require 

rest, and intend to sit up again tonight. He 

wants a good deal of nursing and attention 

and must not be left. I hope to be able to send 

you a better report in a day or two.
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My dearest Annie

I do not think the doctors know what to say 

concerning my Father. He still lies in the 

same precarious state as yesterday. I have not 

spoken to him for three or four days, till this 

afternoon when he found sufÀcient strength 
just to say a few words. He himself evidently 

does not expect to get better, but while there’s 

life there’s hope and I do not despair of his 

getting round again.

William senior did Ànally recover and the wedding 
took place. In due course, Annie and William 

moved with William’s children into their own house 

in Ipswich, leaving Anne Woollard living with 

William’s parents in Henley Road.   

   

They settled down to a fairly turbulent,   

argumentative, marriage.  William’s energy and 

enthusiasm never diminished and he discovered the 

joys of travel. He made yearly visits to America by 

liner, attending huge ‘Exhibitions’ in Philadelphia 

and California, sourcing his materials for the factory, 

enormously excited by the American lifestyle and 

quite unfazed by the hazards of long sea voyages. He 

wrote long letters home describing his life abroad.

   

Annie looked after the three step-children and over 

the years produced six children of her own, which 

made for a large and diverse family that prospered 

due to William’s unstinting hard work.   

  

 Many years later William and Annie’s eldest son, 

Frank, then in his late 40s, married a girl he had 

known since she was at school with his sister, called 

Edith Dempster, and they settled near Woodbridge 

in a house called Sutton Hoo, now famous for 

the treasure ship buried on the land, which was 

discovered by Edith after Frank’s death and Ànally 
given by her to the British Museum.

   

And what of the spurned Anne Woollard? She 

remained with William’s parents. William senior 

recovered well. When his wife died a few years later 

he married Anne and they produced two young half-

sisters/nieces for William junior.

  

 I have in my possession the wooden case of William 

and Annie’s table silver which is still occasionally in 

use and I can imagine Annie checking it and making 

sure it is properly polished. There are now gaps in the 

box where forks and spoons have been lost over the 

last 130 odd years. The silver is marked with a plain, 

no-nonsense P, as beÀtted a middle-class family with 
no pretensions to a family crest. 

Annie Pretty in front of the family home, The Goldrood, in Belstead Road, Ipswich. It now forms part of St. Joseph’s College.
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Most of the notes for this article are taken from visits 

to various local churches by David Elisha Davy 

(1769-1851). Born in Romburgh, he met his life-
long friend, Mark Farley Wade of Orford, at school 

in Bungay. Davy began researching the history of 

Suffolk in 1805, travelling many miles on foot or 

by horseback. Towards the end of his life he lived at 

Ufford and relied on Wade to take him around. 

Butley

When Davy visited Butley church in 1810 he was 

interested in describing what he found and not the 

dilapidations identiÀed in various archdeacons’ 
visitations. It was very small, the nave only 43 feet 

in length and 18 feet wide, built mostly with crag 

stones and rendered over, thatched except the porch 

and the chancel tiled. This is as it stands today and 

inside the font is the same, probably standing in the 

same place, as is the screen.

However the oak seats, desk and pulpit ‘all very 

ancient, having little decoration’ have all gone. So 

too, not surprisingly, has the Decalogue1 ‘with the 

efÀgy of Moses behind’ and the Lord’s Prayer and 
Creed ‘all printed on a sheet of paper’. Above the 

screen were the Arms of Charles II, ‘in their proper 

colours, painted but decayed’. 

These must have been hung before the archdeacon’s 

visitation in 1676, when the only work required 

was the whiting of the church interior and repairs 

to the churchyard paling. There would have been 

no evidence either of the incongruous arrangement 

of the church furniture during the puritan period. 

Whereas the focus had been and was to be on the 

altar, it was then on the pulpit placed on the south 

side of the nave with any seating directed there.  

Preaching was the most important aspect of services. 

Davy found little of artistic merit in the church and 

the painted ceiling to the chancel, representing a 

starry Àrmament was ‘very indifferently performed’. 
There were no monuments or inscriptions. He 

didn’t comment on the quality of the Forth family 

escutcheons in the east window, but they showed 

‘Forth impaled with Gilbert’ and ‘Forth impaled 

with Powell’. Elizabeth Powell, from Wales, married 

William, the purchaser of the Priory estates after 

the Dissolution, and Dorothy Gilbert, daughter of 

Sir John Gilbert of Great Finborough, married Sir 

Before the Victorians got to work

‘Puritan’ communion table (Butley). Photograph: Diana Gaskin.
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William Forth in 1605.

Two bells hung in the ‘black 

Áint’ tower inscribed, ‘Sante 
Petre ora pro nobis’ (Saint 

Peter pray for us), and ‘Eternis 
Annis Resonet Campana 

Johannis’, (may the bell of 

John ring eternally). Only the 
latter survives today and was 

probably cast in London at the 

foundry of John Langhorne 

who died in 1406. The treble 

bell at Hawstead bears a similar 

inscription. The other bell may 

have dated to around 1445 

when John Kervere left 6s 8d 

for new bells for the church. In 

1476 Robert Hawfyn showed 

his concern for the bells when 

he left the same amount for 

repairs should ‘grave damage’ 

occur to any of them.  Unfortunately his will was 

dismissed on account of poverty, so his estate could 

not meet the bequest! 

Davy noted that prayers were read and a sermon 

preached every Sunday.   It had been an impropriation2 

belonging to the priory and valued in 1578 at Àve 
marks per annum and paid no synodalls3. 

In 1839 Davy paid another visit and noted that 

there was a stone at the east end of the nave, but 

the brass had gone. Likewise part of another stone, 

with a raised cross upon it, lay in the porch. It is odd 

that he didn’t mention these when he was there in 

1810. These must have been pre-Reformation, since 

the puritan Forths wouldn’t have allowed ‘Papist’ 

inscriptions to remain in their church. In 1843 a 

gallery was inserted to accommodate the enlarged 

congregation. 

The Forth arms in the east window were gone but 

Davy made a sketch of them, presumably during 

the 1810 visit. He sketched the interior showing 

the pulpit, font, and an enclosed seat in the chancel. 

There were very few pews.  

Boyton

Boyton church was completely rebuilt in 1870, 

except for the tower. In 1818 Davy measured the old 

church Ànding the chancel 18 feet 6 inches long by 
16 feet wide and the nave 32 feet long with a similar 

width. The communion table was raised on a small 

step and railed round. Either side of the east window 

were tablets with the words of the Lord’s Prayer, 

Belief (Creed) and the Commandments. In the north 
wall was a small trefoil head piscina. The small, 

white-painted pulpit stood in the northeast angle of 

the nave. The stone font had no distinct pedestal, and 

diminished from the top downwards. The faces were 

carved to resemble windows. 

On the north wall near the tower were the arms of 

the King, presumably the current king, George III. 

The low Áint tower contained one bell, inscribed 
‘John Darbie made me 1692’. On the north side of 

the nave opposite the porch was a door, the arch 

of which was externally ornamented with zigzag 

mouldings, which Davy sketched. This is clearly the 

Norman doorway inserted in a different place during 

the rebuilding in 1870. 

There were memorial stones in the Áoor of the 
chancel to the rectors, John Lewis, 1764 and his wife 

Margaret 1756, Samuel Hingeston, died 1807 aged 

77 and rector for 42 years and William Norfold, who 

also died in 1807. Also here was the stone for OfÁey 
Lewis, gentleman, 1768, aged 32.

When Davy returned in 1830 he found nothing had 

changed within the church, but Mr Aldrich, the 

rector, pointed out to him in the southwest corner of 

the churchyard three or four graves of persons who 

had ‘destroyed themselves’. 

Detail of Norman doorway (Boyton). Photograph: Diana Gaskin. 
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During the rebuilding in 1870 the rector recorded that, 

when laying drains in the churchyard at a depth of 

about 18 inches, parts of a human skeleton including 

a skull and the skull of a horse were discovered 

together and reburied in situ. 

Chillesford

In 1810 the chancel was found to be 22 feet long 

and the nave 32 feet 8 inches. The communion 

table was railed and the Lord’s Prayer, Belief and 

Commandments, above which were the King’s Arms 

(carved). One bell hung in the tower which was 
made of (coralline) crag. On the north wall was a 
brass plate for Agnes Clopton of Kentwell who died 

in 1624.

She had been married to Hammond Claxton, 

gentleman. When Davy returned in 1839 he found a 

large handsome pew on the north side of the chancel, 

which was provided for the Marquis of Hertford. The 

pulpit and pews were painted to resemble wainscot 

and the Áoor was of white brick. 

Iken

The whole church was thatched and had been 

considerably longer in the past. The chancel was 

only 12 feet long and the part in ruins just over 15 

feet. The width was 17 feet, the nave being 48 feet 

long and 19 feet wide. The Communion table was 

railed and over it were the Lord’s Prayer, Beliefs, 

Commandments and over all the arms of George 

III. There was also a low carved wooden screen. 

The pulpit was hexagonal, painted the colour of 

mahogany, as were the pews. The octagonal font 

stood opposite the porch door, its pedestal supported 

by lions. The tower contained four bells and was 

Tablet to Agnes Clopton and her daughter (Chillesford). Photograph: Diana Gaskin.

Detail of shaft of Anglo-Saxon cross (Iken). 

Photograph: Diana Gaskin.
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accessed by a circular staircase of 63 steps to the 

belfry. There were no inscriptions in 1810.

By 1831 a painting of Christ at table and Mary 

Magdalene drying his washed feet with her hair, hung 

on the north wall of the chancel. The chancel had been 

in a state of dilapidation for several years. The church 

being remote, a stable had been erected against the 

north wall of the ruins for the ‘accommodation of 

distant residents’, meaning their horses. There were 

still no inscriptions inside the building.

Wantisden

Davy visited this church also in 1810 and measured 

the chancel 24 feet by 13 feet 4 inches and the nave 

34 feet by 16 feet. The communion table was railed 

and the ‘ordinary’ pulpit stood on the south side of 

the nave. The arms of George III were over the arch 

at the east end. This arch, ‘with zig-zag mouldings’, 

and the one between the porch and nave he described 

as ‘Saxon’ although we know them to be Norman. The 

font appeared to be of some antiquity. The (coralline) 
crag tower held one bell made by Pack and Chapman 

of London in 1773. 

In the chancel was a slab in memory of Marie, late 

wife of Richard WingÀeld, esquire, died 1587. To the 

south of it were two stones, but the inscriptions were 

lost. Marie was the sister of Bess of Hardwick. 

Below the communion rails was a stone to Elisa and 

Nathaniel, children of William and Ann Morris, who 

died aged thirteen and ten respectively. In the nave 

was a granite slab to Brian Smith. Opposite the porch 

door was a brass plate to Robert Harvie, second son 

of John Harvie of Ickworth, died 1633, and Marian 

his wife. 

Davy visited on two further occasions, in 1823 

and 1833. He decribed the two stones beside the 

WingÀeld one, one being of whitish material and the 
other Purbeck. At the head of the WingÀeld stone had 
been a very old one that formerly had brasses on it, 

the pins were still in position especially around the 

border. Davy sketched the squints either side of the 

chancel arch, also the font and the layout of the whole 

church. He compared the font to that at St. Martin’s, 

Canterbury and dated it circa 1200. By the time of 

his last visit there was an additional inscription and 

long epitaph within the communion rails to Thomas 

Comyn, clerk, who died in 1832, aged 62 years. 

Sudbourne 

Davy visited in 1810 and 1839; the chancel measured 

35 feet 9 inches by 22 feet and the nave 51 feet 7 

inches by 20 feet wide. The communion table was 

railed and the tower contained one bell made by 

Late 12th century font (Wantisden). Photograph: Diana Gaskin.

Pulpit, circa 1700 (Sudbourne). Photograph: Diana Gaskin.
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John Darbie in 1674. The splendid memorial to Sir 

Michael Stanhope was restored between Davy’s two 

visits, namely in 1828. He sketched the Hereford and 

Martin hatchments. He did not mention any Hertford 

hatchments. However he wrote that a certain Mr 

Brady possessed a medieval brass, once in the 

church, relating to someone who had died in 1472.  

Orford

This church was restored in the late Victorian period, 

and the changes are covered in detail in Jane Allen’s 

book, The Wallace Connection. Davy paid four visits 

to Orford between 1808 and 1842. He painted the 

hatchment in Orford church which is reproduced 

on page 28, issue number 16 of the Bulletin. This 

was for the 8th Viscount Hereford, killed in a duel in 

1700. When Davy paid his last visit the 3rd Marquis 

of Hertford had recently died, and the pulpit was 

hung with black cloth, along with an escutcheon of 

his arms. 

The tower had partially collapsed in 1830 and only 

the treble bell still hung there; the other four stood 

at the west end of the north aisle. A seat for the 

Corporation survived, given by Clement Conance in 

1712, one of the leading benefactors when the church 

was furnished with box pews and a new communion 

table and pulpit among other adornments. 

Conclusion

Apart from the churches at Orford and Sudbourne, 

none have been embellished by wealthy estate owners. 

The churches at Butley, Boyton and Wantisden, 

along with the lost churches at Gedgrave and Capel 

St. Andrew had been served, before the Dissolution, 

by priests from Butley Priory. The canons lavished 

their estate proÀts on the Priory 
church, which was the centre of 

the second wealthiest monastic 

house in Suffolk. Thus these 

churches remained small until a 

surge in population in Victorian 

times resulted in galleries being 

erected. 

Vic Harrup

Glossary

1 Decalogue the Ten 

Commandments

2 impropriation the annexation 

of an ecclesiastical beneÀce to a 
corporation or person

3 synodalls a payment paid by the 

lower clergy to the bishop

Translation of Latin phrases

Sante Petre ora pro nobis =  

Saint Peter, pray for us

Eternis Annis Resonet Campana 

Johannis =  may the bell of John 

ring for eternity

A postcard of the font and bells in Orford church before the restoration. 

OM 2007.51.1.14.
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My interest in Eliza Crisp is inspired by the striking 

and rather handsome brass memorial mounted on the 

chancel wall in St Andrew’s Church, Melton, on the 

outskirts of Woodbridge. It reads:

In affectionate memory of Eliza Crisp.

Widow of Thomas Crisp Esq of Butley Priory,  for 

22 years the devoted friend of all especially the 

poor, sick and afÁicted of the Parish of Melton. Fell 
asleep July 9 1892 aged 79 years.

Eliza Edwards, one of eight surviving siblings, 

was born at the family home in Woodbridge on 4th 

November 1813, to Henry Edwards (1788-1859) and 
his wife Mary Ann c1790-1867 (nee Higham, born 

in Cookley near Halesworth). She was baptised at St 
Mary’s Church, Woodbridge, six days later. Eliza’s 

father, born in Framlingham, was, around that time, a 

merchant trading in animal feed, wines, spirits, ales, 

salt and manure. In 1810, a year before his marriage 

at the age of 33, he had established the business H 

Edwards of Woodbridge and Framlingham. 

Henry succinctly describes himself as a brewer on 

Eliza’s baptism certiÀcate. Members of the Edwards 
family traded extensively in Woodbridge throughout 

the century and beyond; they owned the White Hart 

Tavern, formerly situated in what is now a private 

residence in Brook Street, and then transferred the 

business to the so called ‘Gin Shop’ on the site of 

premises presently occupied by Cafe Nero. 

The tavern was host to ‘free and easy’ evenings, 

when local residents gathered to exchange news and 

views. Visitors to the Turban Centre in Woodbridge 

town centre today will note reference to the Edwards 

family on the visitor information display opposite 

Browsers Bookshop: 

The Ànal stage of the (Turban Centre) 
development was on the site of a bonded 

warehouse which was built in 1871 by 

Henry Edwards & Son who had been wine 

and spirit merchants and brewers since 1810. 

They produced a range of ‘high class pure 

fruit wines’ the most popular of which was 

the orange wine. The company was still 

operating in 1937 and the female workforce 

used to sit outside the warehouse preparing 

the fruit.

The family also had maritime interests and occupied 

premises on the river wharf trading as H Edwards 

& Sons. Both Henry Edwards and his son Henry 

(junior) served as church wardens at St Mary’s and 
St John’s churches respectively. The family clearly 

played a prominent part in local public, religious and 

commercial life.

On 4th April 1837, at the age of 23, Eliza married 

farmer Thomas Naunton Catlin in Woodbridge. It 

seems likely that the two families may well have 

been previously acquainted through their agricultural 

business interests. The Catlins were members of 

a much-respected local farming dynasty, having 

built up a particular reputation connected to the 

breeding of our native Suffolk Punch. At the time 

of her marriage, Eliza’s parents in law, Thomas and 

Elizabeth, were resident as tenant farmers at Butley 

Abbey Farm. Thomas Naunton and his sister were 

their only children.

Four years later, the 1841 census records the young 

couple living at Chillesford Lodge (home farm of the 

Sudbourne Estate) with their seven-week-old baby 

Eliza Crisp
Doreen Bartlett describes a gregarious, enterprising and 

hard working wife, mother and business woman in the 

farming communities of Chillesford and Butley

Preparing fruit for wines produced by Henry Edwards & Son 

at what is now the Turban Centre at Woodbridge. Photograph 

courtesy of Woodbridge Museum.
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daughter also named Eliza. Present in the household 

are Eliza’s elder sister, Mary, together with six farm 

workers/servants. Thomas is again described as 

a farmer. Tragically, later that same year, on 15th 

September, Thomas Catlin died at the age of 29. His 

daughter was just a few months old. Thomas was 

buried in a family vault close to the gate at Butley 

church. A window in his memory was installed in the 

chancel (pictured).  

By 1851 the widowed Eliza was still resident 

at Chillesford Lodge, where her occupation is 

recorded in the census as being that of a farmer. Her 

daughter, Eliza, now aged nine, is, at the time of the 

enumeration, visiting her maternal grandparents at 

their home in The Thoroughfare, Woodbridge.

A year later, on 29th December1852 in the Norfolk 

town of Costessey, following almost ten years of 

widowhood, Eliza married for a second time. Her new 

husband was the 44 year-old entrepreneurial farmer 

Thomas Crisp, whose family was well established as 

a tenant of the Sudbourne Estate living at Gedgrave 

Hall (pictured) on the outskirts of Orford. 

Interestingly, Mr Crisp’s elder brother bore the 

unusual Christian name of Edwards. The Crisp 

family, like the Catlins, is also associated with the 

breeding of the Àrst Suffolk Punch. Some assert that 
every Suffolk Punch in existence today traces its 

descent in the direct male line, in an unbroken chain, 

to a horse foaled in 1768, Thomas Crisp’s horse of 

Ufford.  

The marriage was solemnised by Eliza’s brother-in-

law, Revd James Evans, who was Perpetual Curate at 

Costessey during this period. Once again, it appears 

highly likely that the couple, and their families, 

knew each other as members of the local farming 

community.

Eliza’s former father-in-law, Thomas Catlin (Senior) 
of Butley Abbey Farm, died without an heir in 1855. 

The Ipswich Journal describes in Àne detail a great 
three-day sale of livestock, agricultural equipment 

and household furniture following his death. The 

The three windows at Butley church dedicated to the memories of Thomas Catlin, his daughter Eliza Robinson, and Thomas Crisp.
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newspaper hails this: 

...as the most valuable collection of Draught 

Horses ever offered for public sale: The Butley 

Abbey Sale ... Mr Catlin had worldwide fame 

as a breeder of horses. The morning was very 

Àne  and as early as seven o’clock many left 
Ipswich for Butley; every vehicle that could 

be hired was called into requisition. By 10 

o’clock the turnpike to Woodbridge presented 

the appearance of an Epsom or a Derby day, 

and on crossing the heath from Woodbridge to 

Butley, vehicles and pedestrians could be seen 

streaming in from all directions and coaches, 

omnibuses, vans etc from Stowmarket, 

Hadleigh and other towns groaned beneath 

the loads of occupants who were determined 

to see, if not buy, the best horses in the 

kingdom.1

Five thousand people are estimated to have attended 

and the sale of horses realised a staggering £6,796 
13s 6d. Amongst those listed as attending the sale 

were Thomas Crisp and Henry Edwards. I understand 

that Thomas Crisp was one of a number of highly 

respected local horse breeders recruited by Herman 

Bidell to assist in the collection of data for the 

deÀnitive Volume 1 of the Suffolk Horse Stud Book 
(published in 1880); a classic amongst livestock 
books.

By the time of the 1861 census, and certainly by 

1857, Eliza and Thomas had moved to Butley Abbey 

Farm along with Eliza Catlin and a posse of servants. 

Here they were tenants of the Áamboyant Lord 
Rendlesham (Frederick William Brook Thellusson, 

5th Baron Rendlesham). Thomas’ occupation is 
recorded as a farmer in possession of a substantial 

3,700 acres and employing 58 labourers, two millers, 

ten shepherds, 28 women and children and 31 boys.

Seemingly Thomas had taken responsibility for 

Butley Abbey Farm in 1855 following the death 

of Thomas Catlin Snr. This was in addition to his 

tenancy at Hill Farm, Chillesford, (later vacated in 

favour of Tangham Farm) and established family 
commitments at Gedgrave Hall Farm directed by his 

widowed mother Mary. (Mary continued to oversee 

the 1,000-acre farm at Gedgrave until well into her 

80s before moving to Rose Hill House, Orford.) 

Thomas appears to have been a man of very 

considerable energy and was well known in farming 

circles throughout Britain and mainland Europe 

where he accumulated a vast catalogue of prizes and 

accolades for his skills as a breeder of farm stock. 

Along the way he also appears to have amassed a 

huge amount of livestock, goods and property (see 

below). Thomas Crisp also traded, on behalf of Lord 
Rendlesham, in coprolite extracted from the land and 

sold as agricultural fertilizer. A man of varied talents!

The following year, on 26th September 1862 , Eliza’s 

daughter and only child, (Eliza Catlin) married the 
Reverend Thomas Robinson at Butley church. 

Cambridge-educated Thomas Robinson was both 

a man of property and, at this time, an ordained 

minister serving at Tatterford in Norfolk.  Eliza’s 

Àrst grandchild, Thomas Naunton, was born about 
1863. Thomas and Eliza Robinson went on to have 

two further children, Georgina Julia born about 1865 

and Cecil Peregrine born 15 June 1866. 

By this time the young family had moved from 

Tatterford to a new living in the seaside town of 

Weymouth. However, tragedy struck on 13th January 

1868 when Eliza Robinson, then a 26 year-old mother 

of three young children, died at Butley Abbey Farm. 

She is buried along with her father Thomas Catlin in 

Butley churchyard and, once again, there is a window 

dedicated to her memory in the chancel (pictured).

Eleven months later the widowed Thomas Robinson 

re-married. His new wife was London-born Agnes 

Crawley (1841-1899) and the ceremony took place 
in Hampshire. This marriage produced three further 

children.

In March 1868, the year in which Thomas assumed 

the role of Mayor of Orford, a reception hosted by 

Thomas and Eliza followed services attended by the 

Bishop of Norwich to celebrate the re-opening of 

Butley Church to commemorate the completion of 

a programme of major refurbishment2. The couple 

were clearly public spirited and heavily involved 

with life across the county.

Further evidence of the Crisp’s reputation for large-

scale and generous hospitality at Butley Abbey Farm 

occurred later that same year, when the Ipswich 

Journal recounts details of a grand party given by 

Thomas and Eliza to celebrate the birth of Lord 

Rendlesham’s heir, Frederick Archibald Charles, on 

8th June. 

The newspaper account tells us that 360 people, 
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including farm labourers and their families, local 

parishioners and private guests were invited to dinner 

and tea. Entertainment included music, dancing in the 

barn, races in the meadow and children’s games, the 

latter being supervised by Eliza’s brother (?), Henry 
Edwards. Toasts were drunk and the fun continued 

until 10pm:

The dining room was decorated with Áags 
and banners inscribed with various mottoes, 

‘All good wishes to the Heir’ being the most 

conspicuous. A handsome arch was erected 

at the entrance to the premises, bearing the 

inscription ‘Long Life and Happiness to Lord 

and Lady Rendlesham.’3

Misfortune continued to haunt Eliza. On 22nd January 

1869, just a year after the death of her daughter, 

Eliza’s second husband Thomas Crisp died suddenly 

whilst out hunting with Lord Rendlesham’s hounds 

at Parham. An inquest held at Hacheston concluded 

the reason for death was ‘natural causes’. Thomas’ 

death was widely reported in the press both locally 

and nationally. Notices appeared in The Pall Mall 

Gazette, Liverpool Mercury, Bristol Mercury and 

Manchester Times.

Perhaps no Àgure in all Suffolk was so 
familiar to the agricultural community in the 

county as the late Mr Crisp; no one was better 

known or more respected, and his sudden 

death (in 1869) in the hunting Àeld spread 
a gloom over the whole county, and carried 

grief into many a household besides those of 

his own family.4

Thomas Crisp is commemorated in the east window 

in Butley church (pictured) thus completing a trio of 

memorials closely associated with Eliza. His body 

lies in the churchyard.

Thomas left considerable assets. Later in 1869, a 

sale was held of ‘Properties belonging to the estate 

of Thomas Crisp.’ The catalogue included a portfolio 

of housing stock and farm cottages, a windmill, 

a messuage and various pieces of meadowland  

variously situated in Butley, Orford, Chillesford, 

Eyke and Woodbridge. In September of the following 

year, again under instructions from Robert and 

Arthur William Crisp, brothers and executors of the 

late Thomas Crisp, a two-day sale was held at Butley 

Abbey Farm to dispose of ‘The Entire Valuable Live 

Gedgrave Hall, where the Crisp family was established as tenant farmers.
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and Dead STOCK suitable for an occupation of 

several thousand acres.’5 

The stock referred to consisted of valuable horses, 

cattle, sheep and swine. Top quality agricultural 

implements, including Àxed steam engines, were also 
offered for sale. It is reported that crowds Áocked to 
the sale by means of ‘conveyances’ from Wickham 

Market station and specially commissioned steamers 

from Harwich to Aldeburgh via Boyton Dock.

At some point between 1869 and 1871 Eliza, now 

widowed for a second time, moved to The Lawn, a 

substantial and well appointed residence in Melton 

previously occupied by Mr William Morden Carthew. 

The 1871 census describes Eliza as an annuitant and 

her household included a small number of domestic 

servants. The Lawn, now known as Melton Mead, 

stands opposite The Coach and Horses in Yarmouth 

Road.

In 1870, around the time of her move to Melton, 

Eliza’s eldest grandchild, Thomas Naunton Robinson, 

died at Church Cookham, Hampshire at the age of 

about nine years.  Thomas’ sister Georgina continued 

to live with her father until her marriage, at the age 

of 47 to Thomas Greenwood JP, of Aldebury, Wilts, 

on 21st June 1913. She died at Odiham, Hampshire, 

in 1946. Cecil Peregrine Robinson qualiÀed as a 
solicitor but died in June 1891 at the age of 25 at 

Hartley Whitney, Hampshire – just over a year before 

his grandmother Eliza.

The 1881 census records Eliza, now aged 66, as 

continuing to live in Melton. Once again, ten years 

later, Eliza is resident at The Lawn as an annuitant 

with a household of two domestic servants. A year 

later, on 1st July 1892, Eliza died at her home in 

Melton and was buried in Butley churchyard eight 

days later alongside her Àrst husband Thomas Catlin, 
their daughter and Eliza’s second husband, Thomas 

Crisp. Probate was granted to Eliza’s nephew (?) 
Henry Charles Edwards and Samuel Stogoll Higham 

(possibly a cousin on her mother’s side of the 

family?).  Both men are described as wine merchants 
trading in Woodbridge.

In summary, evidence suggests Eliza was a 

gregarious, enterprising and hard working wife, 

mother and business woman unafraid to take on the 

burden of responsibility. It is known she was part of 

a large, extended and public-spirited family. This 

network of support must have been a comfort to her 

when coming to terms with the catalogue of loss she 

was destined to endure. 

Nevertheless, it has been difÀcult to uncover clues 
as to her true personality and particular interests as 

distinct from those associated with her birth family 

and marriage partners. Her living arrangements 

indicate a woman of some means, a fact conÀrmed by 
the value of her estate upon death. In common with 

the custom of middle class society at the time, Eliza 

may well have attended church regularly and played 

an active part in the life of St Andrew’s during her 

time in Melton. Perhaps she provided support to the 

‘afÁicted’ at nearby St Audry’s, the County Asylum, 
or involved herself with Melton charities. So much 

of Eliza’s life remains a mystery.

Doreen Bartlett

Note 1: Although I have failed to uncover family 

images or photographs, Visitation6 records refer 

to a facsimile of a silhouette of Thomas Naunton 

Catlin, Eliza’s Àrst husband, last recorded as being 
in the possession of granddaughter Georgina Julia 

together with oil painted portraits of Georgina’s 

great grandparents Thomas and Elizabeth Catlin and 

one of her mother, Eliza Robinson.

Note 2: the memorial at St Andrew’s was designed 

and manufactured by Hart, Son, Peard & Co, 

Metalworkers in Wych St, off the Strand, and in 

Birmingham.
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Aids to running an estate in the 16th century

By Valerie Fenwick
After Butley Priory was dissolved by Henry VIII in 

1536, the site was sold to William Forth, a Hadleigh 

wool merchant. His son, Robert, made his home 

there, adding a mansion to the east side of the 

huge monastic gatehouse, today known as Butley 

Priory. Unfortunately no portraits survive of the 

Forth family, while the mansion fell into ruin and 

was demolished in the 18th century. It is almost as if 

they had never existed – almost, but exceptionally 

two objects do survive which we can be sure were 

handled by Robert himself.

The Àrst is a survey of his Butley estate commissioned 
in 1594. From this we know the size and name of 

each Àeld and the tenant or freeholder who cultivated 
it. The document and its maps were professionally 

drafted by Ranulph Agas, and continued to be used 

by Robert up to his death in 1601, as shown by 

marginal notes in his own handwriting. 

One entry of interest to us records that he planted 

with trees part of what we know as Oak Wood. Such 

surveys were invaluable aids to running an estate, 

and readers will be familiar with the survey made 

of Sudbourne Estate for Sir Michael Stanhope a few 

years later.

The second is a small but beautifully preserved 

copper alloy weight, found by David Boast some 

years ago close to where the stables and ofÀces of 
the mansion will have been situated.

We take for granted the value stated on our coins, 

although it no longer reÁects the worth of the metal 
discs themselves. It was different in the past when 

silver and gold were used. Then it was essential 

to check the weight of a coin in order to know if 

it was genuine, or if the edges had been clipped, 

thus decreasing its value. However, the problem 

was complicated; sometimes mints made changes to 

the weight of a denomination and revalued others. 

As a result, in the same way that we may rely on 

a calculator on our desk, in the past an important 

object on the desk of a man of affairs was a little 

box containing a balance and selection of weights. It 

enabled any silver or gold coin to be checked against 

the relevant weight. 

David’s weight was made for validating a gold coin 

– the rose-noble of 120 grains – as opposed to an 

earlier noble of 108 grains. The ‘R’ to the right of 

the ship almost certainly stands for ‘rose’, while 

the hand on the back with the letters BF stands 

Copper alloy coin weight made in Antwerp around 1550-78. The initials BF are those of its maker symbolized 
by a hand. A corroded plug of a different alloy indicates that the weight of the cast had to be corrected. 

Dimensions:16mm square and 4mm thick (photo: author).
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Notes and Queries
Parham Fire Surround

As part of the recent Wolsey exhibition at 

Christchurch Mansion, mounted to display the four 

bronze angels intended by the Cardinal to adorn his 

tomb, there was a Àre surround from Parham. Wolsey 
died at Leicester on his way to London, summoned 

by Henry VIII who was angry with him because he 

failed to obtain the King’s divorce from Catherine of 

Aragon. 

The Àre surround (normally kept in storage) was 
acquired by the mansion in 1975 and is dated 

between 1510 and 1530. Sir Christopher Willoughby 

lived at Moat Hall, Parham, between 1498 and 1527, 

and the house is attributed to him. As may be seen in 

The Making of a Borough, the latest publication by 

Orford Museum, Sir Christopher had a brother, Lord 

William, whose second wife was Maria de Salinas, 

the favourite lady-in-waiting to Queen Catherine. 

The elaborate Àre surround incorporates 
pomegranates, a symbol of the Queen and fertility 

– the latter proving to be wholly inappropriate! In 

the early years after his marriage Henry looked 

favourably on marriages between his subjects and 

those of his wife’s native Spain. 

The Willoughby Àre surround from Moat Hall, Parham. Photograph: Colchester and Ipswich Museums. 
Darren Stevens, Senior Exhibitions OfÀcer at Colchester and Ipswich Museums, has written a blog on the installation of the Àreplace 
surround in the gallery. You can access this at cimuseums.org.uk/what-we-do/the-training-museum/our-blog/  

 

for Bernaert Foncq who is recorded as working in 

Antwerp between 1550-78. The Low Countries 

and Nuremberg were centres of metalworking and 

exported to this country. If it were not for the maker’s 

stamp, we could easily be misled into assuming that 

the weight was as much as two centuries older; it 

reproduces the medieval ship used by Edward III 

when he introduced coins of this weight in 1351.
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Moat Hall, Parham

The hall today seems to be called Parham Old Hall, 

but Pevsner and Jane Wright, in her book Brick 

Buildings of England, both name it Moat Hall. It is 

from the latter book that I obtained the following 

information. The house is early sixteenth century 

and was reduced to T-shape at an undisclosed date. I 

presume the Àre surround was demolished in around 
1975. The elaborate main gateway to the house, with 

stone shields with Willoughby and Ufford arms, was 

sold and taken to the USA in 1926. The house ‘may 

be attributable to Sir Christopher Willoughby, who 

was at Parham from 1498 to 1527’.

Catherine Willoughby, later Duchess of Suffolk after 

marrying Charles Brandon, was born here around 

1520. She was the daughter of Lord Willoughby and 

his Spanish bride, Maria de Salinas. 

Vic Harrup 

Identifying John

Also in The Making of a Borough is reference to a 

survey of fortiÀcations on the Suffolk coast dating 
from 1545. The writer of the report claimed that 

his poor town of Aldeburgh might be burned by an 

enemy, should they successfully land. He goes on to 

say that the report was written from a servant’s house 

of mine called John some near unto Orford Nasse.

Since publication, access to the original document, 

a letter from the Duke of Norfolk to his agent Sir 

William Paget, has conÀrmed that this should read a 

servant’s house of mine called John Sone near unto 

Orford Nasse, conÀrming that the ‘servant’ referred 
to was indeed John Sone (of Wantisden) who died in 
1551. In 1545 his oldest son Francis Sone was one of 

the two MPs for Orford.

Vic Harrup and Margaret Poulter
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