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In Memoriam

To commemorate the Armistice of World War I in November 1918, we are publishing on the 

following pages a selection of the biographies of the men who fell in that terrible war and who 

are listed on the memorials in the churches of Orford, Boyton, Butley, Chillesford, Iken and 

Sudbourne.

These biographies were compiled by Brian Boulton and Àrst exhibited at the exhibition in 
Orford Town Hall organised by Orford Museum in 2014.

There are 83 of them in total and those chosen for this issue are Orford men but we hope to 

publish more in subsequent issues of the History Bulletin both from Orford and the other 

parishes.

Other examples of these biographies are at present being exhibited on the Orford Museum 
screen in Orford Church and we hope as many people as possible will go and see them.  We 

will change the display periodically so that as many as possible can be seen during 2018 and 

2019.
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In 1875 the novelist John Buchan was born, 

another novelist Charles Kingsley died; Edward 

Woodward in Canada patented a light bulb that was 

later purchased and developed by Thomas Edison; 

Bell’s new telephone system made its Àrst ever 
call; Anthony Trollope’s novel The Way We Live 

Now was published; the American Civil War had 

ended ten years earlier; the Artisans’ and Labourers’ 

Dwellings Improvement Act was passed to permit 

slum clearance; and construction of the Coastguard 

Cottages, Quay Street, Orford was completed.

This was at a time when the population of Orford 

was just over the 1000 mark, 1022 according to the 

1871 census, compared with a resident population of 

713 in 2011.

According to the 2010 Orford Conservation Area 

Appraisal, Supplementary Planning Document, the 

‘Views of the Victorian (1875) Coastguard Cottages 

set well back from Quay Street are important. Tall in 

red brick with gables and a slate roof with massive 

chimney stacks, they have curved headed sash 

windows, decorative brick waves and string courses 

picked out in blue bricks. Although their character 

is not so “typical” of Orford, they appear as a strong 

and uniÀed architectural composition, set back from 
the road facing the river and sea’. 

Despite not being typical of Orford, they were built 

in an era of rapid residential development in the 

Orford area (other examples included Sudbourne 
Hall in 1888 and Church Street, Orford in 1878) 

and provide one of the most coherent and uniÀed 
architectural units in the town.

The Coastguard body had been formed in 1822 by 

the amalgamation of three services set up to prevent 

smuggling, namely

the Revenue Cruisers with their responsibility for 

the prevention of smuggling; 

the Riding OfÀcers who, on horseback, assisted in 
the prevention of smuggling;

    the Preventive Waterguard with their revenue and  

 customs focus.

After 1856 the duties of the Coastguard, who were 

typically ex-Navy, were threefold: defending the 

coast; providing a reserve for the Royal Navy; and 

preventing smuggling.

Adrian Underwood, in his orfordpiece.com 

reminiscences of Orford, comments that:

The coastguard station situated only about 

one hundred and Àfty yards west of the 
lighthouse was also manned on a shift work 

basis, the men living with their families in 

the coast guard cottages in Quay Street and 

crossing the river to go on duty at the lookout.

Until the blocks of coastguard cottages were built 

during the second half of the 19th century right across 

the British isles, personnel lived in ordinary houses in 

towns or villages around the coast and several ship’s 

hulks were moored in the creeks of Kent, Essex and 
other counties to accommodate coastguard men and 

their families. The Orford block was part of this new 

model.

Before the Second World War, there were seven 

possible coastguard ranks that at one stage or another 

lived with their families in the Orford coastguard 

cottages. These were Temporary Extraman; 
Permanent Extraman; Provisional Boatman; 
Boatman; Commissioned Boatman; Chief Boatman; 

Chief OfÀcer; and Chief Coastguard. It is likely 
that the Orford coastguards were responsible for a 

section between the coastguard stations at Dunwich 

and Shingle Street.

Historically, there appears to be Àve key time periods 
relevant to the coastguard cottages.

Pre 1875

Before1875, the land that was to eventually provide 

the plot for the Coastguard Cottages was part of 

the estate of the Augustinian Friary at the junction 

of Quay Street and Broad Street. It was to be 131 

years later that the Ànal link between the remains of 
the friary and the Coastguard Cottages was removed 

when the arched brick gateway immediately behind 

No 6 was closed up (although it was reopened in 

1968 until being closed again in 2006).

Even earlier in 1601, the Norden map of Orford 

shows Quay Street as Bridge Street and clearly shows 

The Coastguard Cottages, Quay Street, Orford 

by Mike and Polly Sharkey
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the Friary boundary wall, which still exists in places, 
typically being built from the local coralline crag 

stone, golden in colour, and up to a metre wide at its 

base well below ground level and typically 200-300 
mm wide at its top. The Tithe map of 1838 identiÀes 
plot 209, an area that later included the Coast Guard 

Cottages plus Boston Bungalow and Avocets.

1875-1927

At the start of this period, the Cottages’ construction 

was completed, as were many other residential 

buildings in Orford, and the coastguards plus their 

family members moved in, originally to eight 

properties including Coastguard House, the home of 

the chief coast guard.

The cluster of cottages built in 1875 comprised 

(numbering as per current addresses with No 1 

being the Chief Coastguard’s House) closest to Quay 

Street:

Eight properties, each individual in terms 

of size and layout, although externally a 
cohesive unit, built from red brick with blue/

black detail courses, a dragon’s teeth course 

below the cast metal guttering and a pitched 

slate roof.

  Properties 1, 2, 4 and 7 had an iconic 

3’9” (1.1m) diameter, blue and red brick 

decorative feature on the southern, external 
face in their attic space, positioned centrally 

to the north south axis pitched roof integral 
to these properties. The same features were 

incorporated into the northern facades of 1 

and 7 and the eastern face of 1.

Extract from the 1881 OS map.

The Coastguard Cottages soon after construction (the original was a postcard).

Extract from the OS 1905 map.
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Southern facing windows were sash and 

depending on the property were either 

‘eyebrow’ (ground Áoor) or arched (upper 
Áoors of 1,2,4 and 7) in style.

  An open plan attic area stretching across all  

  the properties.

  One, two or three bedrooms.

The Chief Coast Guard’s House was an 

exception in that it contained its own 
bathroom.

A downstairs plan that typically comprised a 

kitchen and a living room.

A staircase in each cottage, boxed in with 
traditional Suffolk ‘matchstick’ timber 

boarding and accessed via a timber ledge and 

brace door.

  Windows but no doors on the seaward  

  (southern) side.

A bell system in the Chief Coast Guard house 

to enable him to call on other coastguards 

when their services were needed.

The cottages were built to include, relatively 

unusual at the time, cavity walls with three-
inch (approximately 75mm) steel wall ties.

  Access doors on the northern face.

A row of external coal stores and water 
closets separated by a small entrance area, 

each typically 15’6” x 3’ (4.7m x 0.9m) 
internally. As with the main properties, they 

were built of red brick with a single pitch 

slate roof aver a vaulted timber ceiling.

A washhouse at each end. SpeciÀcally a 
smaller one for the Chief Coast Guard, built 

as 7’4” x 8’3” deep (2.2m x 2.5m) and a 
larger one to the rear on No 7, 14’6” x 10’7” 
deep (4.4m x 3.2m) for the use of all the other 
properties. This contained a pair of copper 

boilers with external chimney stack, a pump 
similar to the one in Pump Street and what 

we would now call an underground grey 

water tank, about one yard (aprox 1m) cube. 
The coastguards’ wives used this system 

to wash clothes that were then hung out in 

the Àeld adjacent to the western end of the 
cottages to dry.

Central to the allotment (garden) area 

identiÀed on the 1882 map was a Áagstaff.

What remains of the bell mechanism from the 

cottages. The system was used by the Chief 

Coastguard to summon coastguards from the other 

houses when needed.

View of the western end of the cottages and the 

castle taken about 1920 from a location in the old 

allotments. (There were 16 of them). The red brick 

boundary wall, still in existence is clearly visible.
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Rear of postcard showing the Coast Guard Cottages 

as built. It is post marked, January 4th, 1910 to Miss 

A Bryant in Ipswich and reads: 

Dear A.  Sorry you cannot get out, but will wait till 

Wednesday night if it suits you. You can write to the 

top address it will Ànd me. I am going away in the 
yacht in a few days time. Best love to all from Jack.

Drainage and other surface water channels were 

included. The foul drainage fed along the passageway 

between the cottages and the extensions from north 
to south, then Áowed across the adjacent Àeld, now 
part of No 7, to the brick building that was in effect 

a mini sewerage station for the cottages. From there, 

the treated water Áowed into the adjacent Àeld drain 
system.

The water closet/coal store/wash house unit was 

separated from the main properties by a narrow right 

of access that in 2018 is still in place for the residents 

and their guests. 

By the time of the 1881 census, there was a total 

of 44 family residents plus one lodger in the eight 

cottages. SpeciÀcally they appear to have comprised 
as per the original and current numbering:  
      

1 Charles Hacon, aged 47,  Chief Boatman, 

plus seven relatives including his wife 

Harriet, aged 41, and six children aged 
between 20 and three.

2 Samuel Cross, aged 28, a Coastguard, 

plus three relatives including his wife 

Elisa, also aged 28, and two children 

aged seven and eight.

3 William Blackman, aged 53, a 

Coastguard, plus four relatives including 

his 42 year-old wife Emily, two children 
and a baby girl.

4 Philip Stobb, aged 32, a Coastguard, 

plus six relatives including his 28 year-

old wife Sarah Jane, four children plus a 

baby boy.

5 Albert Baker, aged 34, a Coastguard, 

plus three relatives including his 28 year-
old wife Elizabeth, two children and a 

lodger, May Foster, described as a visiting 

scholar.    

6 Michael Kennelly, aged 36, a Coastguard, 

plus six relatives including his 38 year-
old wife Sarah Anne and three children 

Minnie, Ada and Sydney Wright, their 

joint child Alice Kennelly and her baby 

sister Amelia. 

7 Charles Drew, aged 37, a Coastguard, 

plus six relatives including his wife 
Emma Jane, age 34, and Àve young 
children aged from one to nine.

8    Frank Higgins, aged 27, a Coastguard,  

       plus his wife.    

 

None of the above appear to have been in Orford 

at the times of either the 1851 or 1861 census. By 

1891, they had moved to other addresses. The Chief 

OfÀcer at No 1 was Jabey Taylor from Burnham in 
Essex.

At No 8 (now number 7) the coastguard was 

William Stallard aged 33, ex RN from Portsmouth 
in Hampshire. His wife Frances, aged 29,  and three 

school-aged children Sydney, William and Arthur, 
were all born in Devonshire whilst the youngest, 

George, eight months old, had been born in Orford.

In total, there were 41 Coastguards and family 

members but only nine had been born in Suffolk: 
George at No 8; all Àve children, the Wardles at 
No 7, William Carpenter aged seven months at No 

5 and the two youngest at No 3, Charlotte (born in 

Southwold) and William.

By the 1901 census these properties contained the 

following, again all different from both the 1881 and 

1891 occupancy, and totalling just 20 people:

1   Frederick Dawes, aged 52, a Coastguard/    

      Navy man, his wife Elizabeth aged 49   

      and their 11 year-old son Andrew.
2 Archibald Regis, aged 30, a Coastguard/

Navy man with his Aldeburgh-born wife 
Chrissie, aged 23, and their three-month 
old daughter Gladys, born in Orford.

3 James Goble, aged 35, a Coastguard/

Navy man plus his 37 year-old wife 
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Emily.   

4 George Mulberry, aged 33, a Coastguard/

Navy man plus his 23 year-old wife 
Bessie.

5 Mary Ware, aged 30, a Coastguard 

widow originally from Somerset.

6 Louise Pemberton, aged 21, another 

Coastguard widow with two very young 

Orford-born children, Ethel and George, 
both less than two years old.

7 James Moss, (or Man ?) aged 34, local 

(Kentford born) Coastguard/Navy man 

plus his 31 year-old wife Amy and two 
children.

8 Hugh Nurseman (or Murnen or Nunnen?) 

aged 38, a Coastguard/ Navy man, born 

in Co Down, Ireland, plus his 25 year-
old Scottish wife Mary.  

Rosemary Unwin mentions in her Oral History 

2008 interview for Aldeburgh Voices that her great 

grandfather (Charles Hacon on her maternal side) 

was the Chief Coastguard and lived in the coastguard 

cottages. She also mentions that he came from Kent 

by sea and remembers that the house they all lived 

in (No 1) was rented by her grandfather who had 

been a policeman but had been invalided out as he 

had rheumatic fever. 

Additionally she mentions that at one time he also 

ran the Red Lion public house at Cherry Hinton near 

Cambridge, and also ran the Constitutional Club in 

Eastbourne but he came back to Orford to look after 

his mother when his father died.  

She also describes life inside No 1 in the late 1930s. 

She describes the house as it was when she was 

young and the changes she has made to it, including 

the removal of a partition wall in the kitchen. She 

remembers the coal and wood Àred range in the 
kitchen and how a passageway went from the front 

door to the kitchen, one that still exists.  

She also talks about how they (the children) would 

collect wood from the beach for burning and how 

there was no running water in the house but a 

pump outside which all the cottages would use. She 

describes a lady in one of the houses at the far end 

(No 7 presumably) who used to take in washing and 

had to walk to and collect her water from the pump. 

(at No 1). This doesn’t fully align with the fact that 

there was a pump at No 7, although Rosemary talks 

about the well being closed up at the time.

Believed to be Gus Hacon, 1867-1956, his wife and 

children. He was the Chief Coastguard from 1881-

1891, having been promoted from a post in Kent. 

Only Arthur was born in Orford. All the others were 

born in Kent.

Charles Hacon was promoted to Chief Boatman 

in Charge according to the 1881 census (although 

Rosemary Unwin refers to him as the Chief 

Coastguard) and was living in the Coastguard 

buildings in Orford. Charles and his wife Harriet 

now had six children with them. When he retired 
from the service he stayed in Orford. In 1891 he was 

in Bakers Lane with his wife and two of his children 

and in 1901 he was at 53 Church Street as a Naval 

pensioner with his wife but none of his children. 

George Sporton, serving on HMS Cressy was lost 

at sea on 22nd September 1914 when his ship was 

sunk by the German submarine U9 in the Battle of 

Heligoland Bight in the North Sea. One of 560 crew 

who perished, he was the Àrst Orford man to die in 
the war and he left a pregnant wife and Àve year-
old daughter, Mary. Prior to the war he had been a 

Naval Reservist working at the Orford Coastguard 

Station.

HMS Cressy.

In 1925, the two words Coast and Guard were 

ofÀcially transcribed into a new body known by a 
single name as the Coastguard.
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Possibly the last residents of the Coastguard 

Cottages in this era was Pansy Ehlert’s parents, who 

were married from No 7 in 1926. Also about this 

time, Margaret Taylor was an eight year-old living in 
the old friary building with a bedroom overlooking 

the Coastguard Cottages. In her 2015 interview with 

Paul Heiney, she talks about her memories from the 

1920s and of a ghost that walked along the top of 

the very tall wall with a curved top that separated 

the cottages from the friary and still does. 

She remembers him as ‘a tall man in white in a long 

gown with a black face … who walked along the 

wall, which was difÀcult because it was curved ... 
he walked to the end of the wall … there were about 

six or seven houses … then he disappeared’. 

1927 - 1960s

In 1927, ownership of the Cottages was transferred to 

the Admiralty, more speciÀcally the Minister rather 
than Ministry of Supply which was subsequently 

renamed, post war, the Ministry of Aviation. Plans 

were drawn up to reconÀgure the Coastguard Station 
as it was then known. The Ministry of Aviation was 

a department of the United   Kingdom government 

established in 1959. Its responsibilities included 

the regulation of civil aviation and the supply of 

military aircraft, which it took on from the Ministry 

of Supply. 

Plans were produced in 1927 for reconÀguring the 
cottages for military personnel usage. These plans 

essentially left the currently numbered properties 7, 

6 and 5 untouched. No 7 retained two bedrooms, 

one at the front and one at the rear, on the upper 

Áoor. It still had no access on the west gable. Nos 
6 and 5 had three upper Áoor bedrooms with two at 
the front and one at the rear. On the ground Áoor 7, 
6 and 5 all had a living room and scullery that led to 

a larder area on the cooler northern face. All three 

had external access on the northern face.

Externally, the washhouse to the rear of 7, with its 
double boiler, was still to be used by all the cottages 

except at the far end of the row that had its own 
washhouse, albeit somewhat smaller. Each retained 

an earth closet and coal store. The washed clothes 

were hung out in the ‘drying Àeld’ adjacent.

The cottages currently numbered 4, 3 and 2 were 

altered signiÀcantly. First they were renumbered as 
3, 2 and 1. No 4 (renumbered as 3) now comprised 

a larger living room and a scullery with a copper 

boiler, pump and bath plus the north faced larder on 

the ground Áoor. Additionally it was extended on 
the southern front face to provide a parlour with a 

new porch leading to it, with access from the living 

room through the reuse of an old door. Upstairs it 

now had two bedrooms at the front and one at the 

rear. Externally, it retained the earth closet and coal 
store plus a new fence structure separating it from 

No 5.

Number 3, (now renumbered 2), had a strange offset 

conÀguration on the ground Áoor with a porch 
access to a parlour at the front and a living room 

plus scullery with its own bath, copper boiler and 

pump. On the upper Áoor, the property now with an 
even stranger conÀguration had one bedroom at the 
front and two at the rear, the larger being accessed 

through the smaller.

Property 2, (now renumbered as 1) comprised a 

south, front facing parlour accessed via a porch plus 

a living room and a scullery, again with a bath, pump 

and copper boiler. Upstairs were three bedrooms, 

two at the front and one at the rear. Externally, a coal 
store and earth closet were retained and all three had 

access from the northern face.

No 1, currently referred to as Coast Guard’s House, 

was renamed the Senior OfÀcer’s House. It had two 
external doors, one on the northern face and one on 
the east gable into a lobby area. This entrance, with 

its access from Quay Street still led into a hallway 

with stair case that had a living room plus a second 

large room on the southern face. Straight ahead was 

the scullery. 

On the northern side but within the house proper 

were a coal store about twice the size of the other 

properties, an earth closet and a pantry. Upstairs, the 

property had three bedrooms and its own bathroom.

Externally, and separated from No 2 by a brick wall 
with an opening for access that still exists, was a 
wash house with a single copper boiler.

Overall, by 1927, there was the start of a progressive 

phase that eventually resulted in properties 2 to 

6 having their main access on the southern face.  

The two new porches, one into 4 and one with two 

access doors into 3 and 2 necessitated the slight 

lateral shift of south facing ground Áoor windows 
in the relevant properties. In 1948, additional 

redesigns were made, speciÀcally to the drainage 
for the cottages. This drainage was now designed 
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to Áow roughly east to west between the cottages 
and their coal store/earth closet structures and then 

Áow due south for 56’ (just over 17 metres) through 
a 6” overÁow with discharge into a dyke beyond the 
admiralty boundary, via a newly-designed and built 
foul and surface drainage structure, which in the 

main still exists.

In later years it has been extended and used as a stable 
for Shetland ponies and for sheep, but was originally 

designed and built from 2” and 3”(50 and 75mm) 

heavily reinforced concrete slabs over chambers up 

to 7’ (2.1 m) below ground level.

This 1948 proposal also included provision for a 600 

gallon (in excess of 2,700 litres), 8’ x 4’ x 3’ high 
storage tank (2.4 x 1.2 x 0.9 metre) positioned on 
top of a reinforced concrete structure that still exists 
north of property No 4. The associated pump was in 

a brick structure still in existence, adjacent to it.

The Coastguard Cottages during the 1953 Áoods.

During the 1953 Áoods, seawater apparently reached 
as far as the cottages’ doorsteps but never penetrated 

the houses. There was still an open area along this 

southern face for allotment purposes rather than 

the individual gardens developed from the late ’60s 

onwards. These allotments extended eastwards as 
far as Quay Street itself. 

Harry Brown, who lived at No 2, was one of two Air 

Ministry security policemen on the Ness and was 

marooned on the roof of a building at Stony Ditch. 

Reg Partridge and Vic Brinkley came to their rescue 

and took them back to the quay. For their heroic 

actions Reg was awarded the BEM and Vic was 

awarded the Queens Commendation for Bravery. 

Vic’s son Ralph, the Orford Harbour Master, owned 

No 7 until his death, although he didn’t actually live 

in it.

1960s

Ownership of the cottages was taken over by the 

AWRE /UKAEA (Atomic Weapons Research 

Establishment /UK Atomic Energy Authority) with 

many tenants working on the Ness.

On its formation in 1954, the authority was 

responsible for the UK’s entire nuclear programme, 

both civil and defence, as well as the policing of 

nuclear sites. It made pioneering developments in 

nuclear (Àssion) power, overseeing the development 
of nuclear technology and performing much 

scientiÀc research. 

On 16/4/1962, three plots of land in the Orford area 

were conveyed to the UKAEA from the Minister 

of Aviation, previously the President of the Air 

Council, an ownership that had existed since 1924. 
In total they comprised in excess of 2,000 acres 
(approximately 840 hectares). One of the smaller 
plots, an area of 1.22 acres, included the Coastguard 

Cottages.

At some point in the late 1960s, there was a small 

electrical Àre on the Àrst Áoor of No 6, apparently 
started accidentally by a US Air Force man living 

in the cottage. Fire scorching marks are still visible 

in the attic area where the Áames reached and the 
cottage was badly damaged. Considering that at this 

stage the attic area was still open plan throughout 

the cottages, it was lucky that the group of cottages 

didn’t burn down.

As with the Aviation Ministry ownership, there 

still existed a Áagpole at the bottom of what would 
become the gardens where Nos 3 and 4 met. One of 

the Ànal changes in this AWRE period of ownership 
was the creation of an unmade lane for vehicular 

access from Quay Street, immediately adjacent to 

the red brick wall prior to the sell-off of the cottages 
into private ownership.

1968 to date

The late 1960s onwards for about 50 years have 

been a period of private ownership for the Cottages. 

During this time, they have been updated, converted 

and extended but in the main have retained their 
essential character.

At the start of this era the author Eric Sandon, in 

his commentary about Orford, states that ‘Further 

along (Quay Street) the eye is caught by a long block 
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of Admiralty coastguard cottages in the regulation 

building text book style of circa 1900: materials dark 
red and blue brick.’

In June 1968 one of the Àrst private owners was 
Queenie Anderson, nee Lambert, and her husband 

Les who whilst living at the Friary, bought Nos 5 and 

6 from the AWRE. At the time, No 6 had been burnt 

out as a result of the Àre accidentally started by one 
of the US Air Force personnel living in it. Both were 

the same price, £1350 each, and Les subsequently 

knocked through the old wall to the Friary.

In the early 1970s Gordon Wall, whose uncle Harry 

(believed to be a policemen on the Ness) and aunt 

Violet (nee Green) lived in the Coastguard Cottages 

at No 2, was the paperboy who also delivered to the 

row. He actually delivered to the doors that were still 

largely on the northern face.

By 2008, the last of the front (southern facing) 

doors was installed at No 5 as part of the property’s 

renovations. Part of these works included 

identiÀcation of a 4’ x 8’ deep (1.2m x 2.4m) well 
on the north face of the property between the main 

house and the disused WC/coal store structure.

In 2011 as part of the extension and conversion works, 
Historic England and AOC Archaeology undertook 

an archaeological survey of the land immediately 

west of No 7. These hand excavations included 
the areas for the foundation and service trenches 

for the new build. IdentiÀed as part of the former 
precinct of the Augustinian Priory, the excavations 
revealed buried soil horizons containing domestic 

pottery vessels, imported Flemish brick and worked 

structural stone fragments. SpeciÀc Ànds included 
small examples, nothing more than 10 or 15mm in 
size, of medieval brickwork, glass, peg tiles, pottery, 

ragstone and mullions plus undatable examples of 
locking keys and nails.

Progressively during this period, the number of 

owners and developments to properties increased. 

In all cases, partly as a consequence of owner 

preferences and partially as a consequence of the 

SCDC planning constraints, all external changes 
were in keeping with the overall appearance of the 

Cottages. The most signiÀcant change was in 2011 
at No 7 where an extension, essentially a replica of 5 
or 6, was added to the western end plus a conversion 

of the loft area into useable rooms whilst the Wash 

House was converted into a successful free standing 

B&B facility with en-suite facilities in what had 
previously been the earth closet and coal store area.

Then in 2016, another signiÀcant conversion was 
undertaken to what had been the Chief Coastguard’s 

house. This also included an extension into the 
loft area and a reconÀguration of the ground Áoor 
rooms and the entrance areas, although the essential 

characteristics of the Coastguard Cottage was 

unaffected. The washhouse was untouched.
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It’s a hot Friday afternoon in late summer and we’re 

all getting just a little bit high after a couple of hours 

of inhaling heady solvent fumes. Here we are, the 

curator, the writer, the photographer – and two fume-
emitting bottles of nail varnish. What, you may ask, 

brings us and the nail varnish together in the cramped 

space of the Orford Museum storeroom? It’s not the 

most obvious setting for three mature people to be 

indulging in low-level substance abuse. What we’re 
actually doing is numbering and photographing 13th 

century Áoor tiles. Stowed in piles of assorted crates, 
scores of the newly loaned tiles await our attention.

Jen Hall, the curator, is in charge. Before being 

photographed, every tile must have an accession 

number written onto its reverse. Our work process 

goes like this: Àrst Jen covers the worktable 
with rows of archival plastic bags which she has 

numbered. Next, she hands me tiles, face down, one 
at time, and I carefully lay each one reverse-side up 
on a bag. Jen keeps a list on which she jots down a 

brief description of the image on each tile. Then, we 

set to work with the transparent nail polish, painting 

a small patch onto the back of each tile to seal the 

porous clay. 

We check often to see if the polish is dry. When it 

is, we work with special pens copying the unique 

nine-digit accession number off each bag and onto 
the varnished patch on the tile. Next we seal the 
number with another coat of nail varnish. As soon 

as the second coat dries, we pass the tiles in strict 

numerical order to Peter who photographs each one 

right side up. Once photographed, each tile is put 

into its own numbered bag and the bagged tiles are 

laid out in long lines on the Áoor. Then we set out 
more bags, more tiles and begin the cycle again. 

We keep going like this until, with all the available 

Áoor space covered, we are, ironically, in danger of 
treading on the tiles.

Simple? Not quite. In practice the work is 

problematic. The accession numbers are long and 

repetitive so it’s all too easy to transpose, repeat or 

omit digits. The nail polish is problematic, slow-
drying and apt to clog the needle-Àne nibs of our 
pens. The tiles are problematic too, many of them 

badly pitted and chipped, making our pens skid off 

course. Ideally the numbers should be neat, but as I 

write grotesquely deformed digits, the ethics of the 

process suddenly feel problematic too. Guiltily, I feel 

as if I’m actually defacing the beautiful medieval 

On the Butley Tiles

Kim Crowder is a writer, visual artist and photographer. She was awarded a PhD in Visual Anthropology 

by Goldsmiths, University of London, in 2012. Her writing and visuals, which draw together ethnography, 

history, memory and nature writing, have been published in anthropological essay collections and research 

papers. You can Ànd out more about Kim’s work at www.livesinnature.co.uk

The Butley Priory floor tiles that she writes about here have been loaned to Orford Museum by Sir 
Edward Greenwell, to whom we are very grateful.

Fragments of Medieval tiles from Butley Priory, Suffolk, showing a lion rampant, the arms of Hugh Bigod, a 

cruciform acanthus design, Áeur-de-Lis, a lion passant with Áoreated tail.
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tiles. Driving home from this Àrst tiring 
session, I realise that I was so intent on 

number-writing that I didn’t turn over 
a single tile to see its decorated face – 

the very thing that I had so wanted to 

do. I ask myself how did we get to be 

involved in this surprisingly tricky and 

attention-consuming process?

The short answer is that, technically, 

we gate crashed our way in. Several 

weeks earlier, when the Orford 

and District Local History Bulletin 

arrived. I thought it was my lucky 

day. An article by Jen Hall described 

the medieval tile collection recently 

loaned by Sir Edward Greenwell to the 

museum. It also described the visit of 

two tile experts, David Sherlock and 
Paul Drury, who had come to sort and 

study the tiles that originated from 

Butley Priory in Suffolk. Looking at 

the photos illustrating the article, I 

instantly hatched an ambition to see the 

tiles Àrst-hand and, without further ado, 
Àred off a hopeful email to Jen.

“Why?” was the inevitable question Jen 

asked as soon as we met. Why indeed. 

I explained our interest by telling Jen that we live 
in a cottage standing on land that once formed the 

precinct of Butley Priory, admitting that we have 

become pretty well obsessed with anything and 

everything to do with the Priory. I described the 

daily walks we take around the Priory’s various 

remains, both the visible overground ones like the 

spectacularly impressive gatehouse and adjacent 

ruined archway, and the invisible underground ones 

in the neighbouring paddock we rent.

The paddock is especially fascinating to us, as it 

is the site of the long-vanished abbey church itself 
– the very place that the tiles were retrieved from. 

I spoke too of how my interest in the Priory tiles 

really took off in 2013 when major renovations were 

carried out in a dilapidated barn that stands on the 

site of important Priory buildings, the refectory and 

the cellarer’s range. Searching furtively through 

a spoil heap left by the contractors, I found shards 

of beautifully decorated medieval tile, just two tiny 

The South Transept Arch at Butley Priory, the main surviving part of the 

Priory Church. Photograph by Kim Crowder.
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shreds of the original fabric of the place.

When Jen responded by inviting us to help her with 

work on cataloguing the tiles, I accepted instantly 

and Peter found himself ‘volunteered’ for his 

professional photographic skills. Our meeting had 

yielded far more than just the private view of the 

tiles I’d hoped for; we were about to begin several 

months of close contact with them, meeting Jen and 

her successor, Jenna Ingamells, many times between 

autumn 2017 and spring 2018.

Sometimes, during subsequent sessions at the 

museum-store, when we were working and 
beginning to succumb to the inÁuence of the nail 
polish fumes, I’d catch myself daydreaming about 

daydreams. Mentally I would revisit the countless 

times I’ve stood at the barn doorway imagining how 

the complete medieval Áoor might have looked when 
sunlight picked out the tiles’ reds and golds and the 

complicated interlacing of their geometric patterns.

In every session we worked with examples of unique 
tiles as well as long runs of repeats, maybe ten at 

a time all decorated with the same design. The tile 

motifs are intricately detailed and beautiful. They 

include rosettes and petals, lions rampant, Áeur-de-
lys, shields, interlaced knots, eagles, stars, leaves, 

trailing vines and more. The unvarying three-colour 
scheme of inky black, brick red and golden amber 

may be simple, but it is rich and striking. To help 

identify the designs on incomplete tiles or tiny 

fragments, Jen and Jenna often used a copy of David 

Sherlock’s book to puzzle out whether we were 

seeing the wing of a gryphon or a bird, a hop or a 

vine, a leaf’s tip or a shield’s point.

When long series of identical tiles emerged from the 

crates, we laid them out just as the pavers did, trying 

to see just how the bigger composite design worked. 

The linked patterns demonstrated how the Priory’s 

paved Áoors would have had the same richness 
and complexity as patchwork quilts, sumptuous 
embroidered brocades or luxurious Persian rugs.

I made another lucky Ànd in a 1950s book containing 
a large fold-out ground-plan of the Priory site drawn 
by archaeologists during excavations in 1931-32. 
On this, several places within the abbey church 

(also known as the paddock) are clearly marked ‘tile 

pavement in situ’. That phrase, in situ, is ambiguous 

and so tantalising. Did the archaeologists mean that 

they found the pavements in place and then trowelled 

all the best tiles out? Or did they mean that they 

found tiles, removed some samples and left the rest 

where they were? Are undiscovered tiles still lying 

in the areas left untouched by the archaeologists?

During the project, we invited Jen and Jenna to 

come to the paddock. We took them to stand on the 

exact spots where the archaeologists had located 
tile pavements. The places are easy to identify 

because Peter created an intriguing image of the 

place that is part photograph, part drawing. He did 

this by juxtaposing the archaeologists’ plan over 
an aerial photograph of the abbey church site. 

Two Medieval tiles from Butley Priory. Left: A GrifÀn with Scattered Flowers. Right: Two Eagles either side 
of a Tree.
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Standing staring across the paddock 

at the area where the nave and aisles 

lay, we could all, as if in x-ray vision, 
see through the layers of turf and soil 

into huge expanses of undisturbed tiles. 
Remembering the motifs and colours of 

the tiles, we walked up and down the 

length and width of the aisles conjuring 

the sights of the vanished church and 

the tile spreads that might still be buried 

underfoot.

Picturing a thing is a way of possessing 

it, or at least getting into closer touch 

with it. When Peter and I looked at 

the photographs on the computer, we 

saw the tiles differently and asked 

different questions of them. There are 

285 images, some of whole tiles, some 

of slightly broken tiles and some of 

small groups of fragments. Looking 

at the enlarged images on screen, I 

became curious about the numbers 

of tiles that the priory’s Áoors might 
have contained. I know that each tile 

measures 5 x 5 inches, giving an area of 
25 square inches per tile. 

I estimated that the museum’s 

approximately 285 piece tile collection would 
therefore equate to an area of just under 50 square 

feet, only enough to cover the Áoor of a very small 
room, say a modern downstairs loo or utility room. 

I found this somehow disappointing, less impressive 

than I’d hoped: the tiles seemed to occupy so much 
more space, both physical and mental, while we 

were working with them.

But then, using the archaeologists’ measurements, 

and some leaps of the imagination, I undertook some 

ambitious guesstimating. The 1930s plans show that 

the church’s nave alone measured 235 x 65 feet. Its 
square footage of 15,275 ft would therefore have 

taken around 88,000 tiles to pave. Even if highly 

decorated tiles were used only for paving special 

areas, the rest of the Áoor might still have been laid 
with plain tiles. It’s a lot of tiles, but I didn’t calculate 

for the remainder of the church’s Áoor space. How 
many more might have been used for the Áooring of 
the mysterious un-excavated spaces of the chancel 
underneath my neighbour’s cottage Áoors, and the 
lady chapel whose remains lie deep under the roots 

of the wood?

And then of course my two fragments from the spoil 

heap imply the existence of pavings in the refectory 
and chapter house, both places where important 

guests, including royalty, were entertained. The 

astronomical total I’ve already calculated rises ever 

higher. Now it’s the scale of the numbers, not the 

nail polish, making my head spin. Next, I took the 
opposite tack and calculated for a conservative 

minimum number instead. I looked again at the 1930s 

plans and counted out the eight separately marked tile 

pavement locations. There was no indication of the 

extent of the ones marked in the large spaces of the 
nave and the cellarer’s range, but the smallest ones, 

clustered around the church’s transept and bounded 

by walls, measure approximately ten feet by ten feet. 
Assuming that every one of the eight pavements 

had this same small measurement, their combined 

minimum of 800 square feet would require a ‘mere’ 

4,608 tiles.

Whichever way I read the vague ambiguities of the 

plans, and whatever mathematical tricks I turned, I 

knew that the true totals would always elude me. All 

I could say was that the Priory might have contained 

something between 5,000 and well over 100,000 

tiles. My maths gave no real answers, except that 
ultimately the museum’s assorted 285 tiles equate to 

A view of the Gatehouse from the south. Photograph by Kim Crowder, 

2018.
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about enough to cover just half of one of the smallest 

pavements discovered in the 1930s.

Leaving my inventive statistics aside, I returned to 

Jen’s article which mentions how ‘it is thought that 

other excavated tiles still remain stored elsewhere 
on the [landowner’s] estate’. First I asked myself the 

small question, so where are the rest? And then the 

bigger question, where are the rest of the rest? What 

has happened to the far larger numbers of tiles that 

both my generous and my conservative calculations 

hint at? 

I imagined the best ones being ruthlessly prised 

up and carried away by the cartload. In a medieval 

version of re-cycling, they might have been re-laid in 
prestigious local houses built after the abbey’s post-
Reformation demolition – houses the fabric of which  

has long since gone the same way as the abbey 

church – into oblivion. And what of the worn out 

tiles, the ones already centuries old at the time of the 

Priory’s demise? Well, there must always have been 

a demand, then as now, for the anonymous rubble of 

hard core.

Every session, as we work with pens, camera 

and nail varnish, we feel the effects of the solvent 

fumes. The mild headaches we develop are a minor 

occupational hazard easily cured with fresh air and 

aspirin. But as my head becomes heavier, I drift into 

thinking of what the makers of the tiles might have 

suffered in their work. In imagined retrospect, I slip 

from inhabiting the present moment in the low-lit 
storeroom back to a time seven or eight centuries 

ago. Daydreaming again, I visualise generations of 

men, labourers and craftsmen, toiling at the other, far 

more arduous, end of the tile production process.

Clay work is hard work, really hard work, from 

the backbreaking spadework of digging up sodden 

deadweight clay, through to the mixing and preparing 
of raw materials and the loading and unloading of 

kilns: every part of the process involves weight-lifting, 
continuous heavy labour. It is also dangerously toxic 
work as glaze recipes are often heavy on lead and other 

lethal poisons. Wherever there is clay, there is also clay 

dust that accumulates particle on suffocating particle in 

the lungs of clay workers. It’s unsurprising that one of 

the vernacular names for psilicosis is ‘potters’ rot’.

Through the fume-induced fog of my slight headache, 
I imagine the greater pains felt by tile-makers in their 
aching arthritic backs, the soreness of their chapped 

and chilblained Àngers, the never-ending irritation 
of dermatitis, the debilitation caused by bronchitic 

coughing Àts. I also see the baldness, toothlessness 
and blue toned complexion that were sure signs of lead 
poisoning. 

All of these were once part and parcel of the lives of 

clay-workers. I think too of the permanently bent spines 
and chronically sore knees of the tilers who knelt for 

hours at a stretch patiently setting the tiles into perfect 

place. Long before a health and safety conscious era, 

the tiles came at the cost of all this unacknowledged 

human expense: pain and illness inhabit the Áip-side 
of the tiles’ exuberant array of Áourishing Áora and 
fauna.

Five tiles in a line showing different colours and states of wear. The design is a Lion rampant in a Star of 

David, the arms of Hugh Bigod.
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While poring over the Àne detail of the images on 
the computer screen, my eye is caught by some small 

imperfections in the surface of one tile. In the glaze, 

I notice a minute hole, no bigger than a pinprick. 

Despite its tiny diameter, the hole acts as another 

lens allowing a glimpse back through the centuries to 

the day when the tile was at the glaze stage, almost 

Ànished.

Through the aperture opened by this blemish, I peer 

into the hectic scene in the tile-makers’ workshop. 
Butley’s impatient Prior has sent word, urgently 

hurrying the Áoor-tile order along. His message 
launches the tile-makers into industrious turmoil. 
Stacks of tiles are ready for glazing; more are coming 

along the production line. The backlog must be 

cleared, and fast.

Overnight, as every night, the glaze mixture’s solid 
particles have sunk and settled into a thick, unyielding 

sludge. Under pressure, an inexperienced apprentice 
is given the job preparing the glaze. Instead of stirring 

the mix slowly, he hurries, over-zealously beating 
the glaze into a bubbly froth. This is a mistake. The 

quicker he stirs, the more the liquid traps small air 

bubbles. The boy doesn’t know that the bursting of 

these bubbles will create tiny and permanent telltale 

holes in the glaze. 

He doesn’t realise that, after the Àring, these will be 
visible to his master, and to the Prior. Nor does he 

know that, in the far distance of the 21st century, I 

too will notice them, photographically repeated and 

emphasised on my illuminated screen. He cannot 

imagine how they will foreshorten the distance of the 

centuries, all that has settled between him and me.

Our numbering and photography sessions are the 

most recent events in a retrieval process begun by 

archaeologists almost a century ago. What we did 

has been part of a disjunctive, but ongoing attempt 

to know the tiles, to learn their origins and meanings. 

To me, the work always felt multi-layered. Like so 
much other museology, it inevitably involved time 

spent literally piecing together physical fragments, 

the compilation of a coherent collection. We worked 

with the aim of bringing that collection into future 

contact with other people, and into relationships with 

other objects, other knowledges. 

We spent time too on a kind of mental patch-working: 
for us imagination, insight and hindsight became just 

as much enmeshed as the entwining beasts, birds and 

plants we saw on the tiles. Such intuitive thinking 

may be unratiÀed in museum circles, but it certainly 
enriched and deepened my appreciation of the chance 

to handle and cherish the tiles.

We didn’t say as much amongst ourselves, but I 

think we all recognised that our work was a small 

act of restitution. For too long the tiles had been 

disregarded, disconnected from the abbey, lost, out 

of place. Even if they could never be reinstated at 

the Priory, our modest work with these displaced 

objects was a means towards helping to ensure that 

they would be securely accommodated, cared for and 

appreciated.

Although the numbering and photographing was 

repetitive, mechanical and, at times, downright 

mundane, we knew its value. We were relocating 

the tiles in the here and now, reinvesting them with 

worth. By bringing them under the protection of the 
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museum system, we were helping them back into 

cultural place. And that was something that carried an 

unspoken emotive charge. We were aware that, from 

the safe distance of the intervening centuries, we 

could afford to make this restitutive act of deÀance. 

Our work in the store-room, and my subsequent 
writing about it, serve as retorts, retaliations, ways 

of answering back to Henry VIII himself and what 

he did, not only to Butley’s Priory, but to countless 

others. We were making a very tiny, but very 

worthwhile, repair to the massive breakages that the 

Reformation had inÁicted on English art.

Sometimes, during certain dank autumn twilights, I 

see the ghost of the abbey church resurrected in the 

part of the paddock directly beyond the arch. As fog 

begins to form, it thickens here and there, gradually 

sketching the spectral shapes of the nave, the aisles. 

Given foggy substance, the ghosts of long-vanished 
walls slowly rise. Miraculously, the vaporous ediÀce 
of the church materialises, made of nothing more than 

mist. I have tried to logically explain this apparition 
to myself: perhaps vestigial underground rubble 
from the church’s ruins holds and releases warmth 

and moisture differently from the surrounding virgin 

soil? 

Or perhaps the arrangement of old walls and hedges 

enclosing the Àeld make the fog behave differently, 
holding it in a micro-climate? But in the days around 
All Hallows, when darkness falls soon after 3pm 

and owls begin calling in the wood, it hard to resist 

the idea that something of the abbey, some lingering 

essence of the place’s past is reasserting itself, giving 

a reminder of an enduring presence. 

Maybe. But what I am more sure of is this: when 
the Áowers and grasses re-carpet the paddock every 
spring, when their roots thread down through the 

earthy underlay, then the very shapes of those newest 

leaves and petals are echoed by the ones that bloom 

in perpetuity amongst the residues and relics buried 

below.
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6 & 7

Two Medieval tiles from Butley Priory. Left: Cruciform 

Acanthus design. Right:Fleur-de-lis in Saltire with rings 

and dots.

8 & 9

A Áoor tile from Butley Priory showing a Áower, or 
possibly eight spoked wheel, design together with a close 

up showing pock marks and bubbles in the slip glaze 

surface.

10 & 11

Two Medieval tiles from Butley Priory. Left: Three Lions 

Passant. Right: Lion passant with Áoriated tail.

17

Fragments of Medieval tiles from Butley Priory, showing 

intricate Áoral designs.

12 & 13

Medieval Áoor tiles from Butley Priory showing patrons’ 
coats of arms on shields. 

14 & 15

Two Medieval tiles from Butley Priory. Left: Swastica-

pelta or Solomon’s knot. Right: Interlaced tendrils.

16

An arrangement of tiles from Butley Priory showing 

Fleur-de-lis and petals in squares and triangles.

6 & 7 12 & 13

14 & 158 & 9

10 & 11

17

16
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The Coroner’s Inquests

These three short pieces have been researched and written by Vic Harrup, local historian, and co-author with 

Margaret Poulter and Valerie Potter of our Orford Museum publication The Making of a Borough. Vic is a 

long-standing contributor to the Orford & District History Bulletin and these pieces are the results of many 

years of research and immersion in the history of this area.   They clearly illustrate the hardships and cruelties 

endured by many of the people living in East Suffolk in those not-so-distant times. 

Coroners for the Liberty of St Etheldreda were not 

responsible for Orford, which appointed its own 

coroner. He probably covered Sudbourne too, since 

neither town nor village appear in the documents 

preserved in Ipswich Record OfÀce. Jurors were 
chosen from among prominent village men and the 

inquest usually held in a place in the village, often the 

public house. 

A number of inquests in the 19th century involved 

people living in Butley or the adjoining villages. Some 

were suicides of men in their 60s, others were very 

young children and others were accidents to working 

men. 

Two children suffered terrible deaths within two years 

of each other, and both lived in Butley Street. The 

inquest on Lydia Aldrich was held in the Oyster in 

1839. Her parents, Mary and Noah, were both at work 

and she and another child were left in a downstairs 

room where a Àre was burning. Her clothes caught Àre, 
and although she lingered for nine days, eventually she 

died.   

Elizabeth Barham lived with her family next to the 
shop. She was 22 months old in 1841, and she had a 

sister, Emma, aged four, who slept in the same bedroom 

as her grandfather, Harry Barham, who told the inquest 

jurors the story of Elizabeth’s accidental death. The 

cottage was over-run with mice, and arsenic, obtained 
from Mr Cockerell of Wantisden, spread on bread 

and butter, had been placed at the door of one of the 

bedrooms. 

The children’s father,  John, had gone to work and ‘in 

the muddle’ caused by the chimney sweep coming 

earlier than expected the poison was forgotten. It 
transpired that Emma had given the fatal piece of bread 

to her sister to eat. An emetic, agrimony wine, was 

obtained from the shop, as was castor oil, but neither 

helped. The doctor, called 48 hours later, declared it to 

be a ‘hopeless case’.

Another child who died painfully was George Denny, 

aged four, who fell into a tub of beer in the making, and 

was scalded. He was the son of Julia and Eli Denny, a 

gamekeeper in Butley. In was in 1888, and George had 

just returned from school and his mother had placed two 

tubs outside the back door to cool. He fell backwards 

into one of them, and although his mother pulled him 

out and removed his clothes he was too badly injured 

and died the following day.

That same year Thomas Page, aged nine, had to give 

evidence at another inquest in Butley. He told the 

jurors that his father, also Thomas, had threatened to 

kill himself and the boy had removed a razor and ‘hid 

it up’. However his father had hanged himself instead, 

and he was found by another son, Frederick, who was 

a backhouse boy at Wantisden. The father, who was 

aged 62, had had a bad foot for 12 months and had 

been in low spirits since the death of his wife four years 

previously.

Children were in danger both in the Àelds and at home. 
Elizabeth Reeve was only four when, in November 

1851, she and other children were burning spear grass. 

John Lewis was digging on his allotment when he 

heard Elizabeth shriek. Her clothing had caught Àre 
and although the Àre was quickly extinguished and 
the child taken to John Crosby’s cottage, she died 

soon after. John Crosby was her grandfather and was 

probably supposed to be looking after her since her 

parents lived at Blaxhall.

John Levett was a marshman, aged 63, working for 

Stephen Oxborrow of Capel, when he was killed by a 
bullock. In a statement James Smith said he had known 

the dead man for 40 years and had lived under the 

same roof for ten. James had eaten supper with his son 

William and they had gone to bed when Mrs Levett 

woke them to say her husband was lying on a barley 

straw stack. He was not dead and told them it had been 

an accident with one of the beasts. The beast ‘drove the 

victuals quite out of his mouth, and he thought he Áew 
at least a rod’. He lingered only a few days.

The inquest on George Smith took place in 1897. He 

was described as a horseman of Capel St. Andrew, 

and was aged 39 when the accident happened. It was 
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in Wilford Hollow, in Melton, on 18th May, and was 

witnessed by three men. Their account didn’t explain 
how a wagon wheel passed over him, but accidental 

death was the verdict.

Joseph and Hannah Till were the shopkeepers when 

Elizabeth Barham met her death, but it was the son of a 

later shopkeeper who died in an accident in 1884. Albert 

Wesley Hazlewood was a dealer who lodged at the 

Oyster. The innkeeper, Samuel Meadows, said that the 

deceased brought a gun, a single barrel muzzleloader, 

into the inn the previous Friday night. It was put in a 

small room and kept there. It was not loaded. 

Another dealer, his friend James Collins who lived at 

High House, told the story. Albert came out of the back 

gate of the inn and asked James for a lift in his cart. As 

he climbed in there was an explosion and Albert was 
mortally injured in his left side. His last words were, 

‘Oh Jim, I am dead, there is a gun in my pocket’. James 

declared he had never seen him with a gun before.

Two farmers killed themselves at either end of the 19th 

century, one in Chillesford and the other in Wantisden. 

Francis Wace hanged himself in the neat house at his 

farm. Evidence of his state of mind was given by the 

minister of the parish church who said he had been 

subject to depression due to the ‘badness of prices’ and 

parish matters that were a ‘great bother’ to him. This 

was a time of agricultural depression, which began in 

the middle of the 1870s. 

Mary Crosby’s handwriting.
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Jonathan Keer of Wantisden Hall had been acting 

strangely for some time before he hanged himself 

from an elm in Crabtree Field on his farm in 1819. 

Robert Welton, a farmer of Eyke, had known him for 

ten years and had recently called at his house where 

the deceased had begun to show him a piece of paper, 

which appeared to be a farewell address to his wife, but 

had then snatched it back. He believed that Jonathan 

Keer had been, for some while, a ‘lunatic’. Two of his 

servants, Clarissa Birch and Sarah Smith, were walking 

from Tunstall to the farmhouse and saw him standing, 

as they thought, on a bank beside the Àeld. When they 
got closer, however, they saw he was hanging by the 

neck and went for help to cut him down.

The inÁuenza epidemic of 1918/19 was the worst on 
record, and it is said that more people died worldwide 

than in the preceding Great War. The numbers probably 

didn’t include the like of John Collins, who committed 

suicide while suffering the effects of the virus. He was 

aged 65 and worked at Butley Mill where he crushed 

his hand in an accident. He had been depressed by 

the event, and it is likely that the illness added to his 

unhappiness, and he cut his throat in his bedroom in 

Butley Street. 

Another victim of the inÁuenza epidemic was James 
Hall of Abbey Cottages, who cut his throat with a razor 

in April 1919. He was aged 61. Poor Emma Smy, aged 

12, had to make a statement to the jury concerning the 

death of her mother, Mary, who was found dead by 

neighbours in Chillesford in 1845.

She explained she was the natural daughter of Mary 
Smy, who co-habited with an unemployed shepherd 

named Samuel Wakeling. She went to buy some things 

for her mother at Butley shop, leaving her brother, 

aged two, in the garden. Mary had been conÀned with 
another child, a female, two weeks before her death. 

She had been attended by a midwife and a surgeon, 

but had complained of a pain in her right side. Emma 

declared that Samuel Wakeling had not been in the 

house at the time of her mother’s death, but had been 

collecting whins at the rear of the cottage. She had not 

heard any angry words between them. The jury, made 

up of local men, as was the custom at that time, decided 

that Mary had died from a ‘Visitation of God’.

Postscript

Among the papers attached to the verdict of the jurors 

in the case of Lydia Aldrich is the draft of an unÀnished 
letter dated 1838 and some hand-writing practice. The 
reverse was used to list the potential jurors to attend 

the inquest. The letter is addressed ‘Dear daurter’ and 

the Mary mentioned must be Mary Crosby. If so Mary 

could be the eldest daughter of the blacksmith John 

Crosby and his wife Elizabeth, both in their early 40s. 

Elizabeth would be the likely writer and Mary was 

away in service, as a cook and later a nursemaid to the 

same family. 

The Àrst child listed in the Butley baptismal records, 
born to the Crosbys, was Sarah in 1816. Then came 

Hannah in 1819, who is listed a living at home when 

the 1841 Census was taken. Mary doesn’t appear at all. 

Thus Mary’s parents were living elsewhere when she 

was born. Likewise Matilda, if she was her sister. Note 

the Suffolk ‘agoen’ in the letter for ‘going’, and enjoy 

the rhyming couplet warning against theft of Mary’s 

book.  

In February 1975 I visited William Large (1881-
1981) at his house in Butley Street and he told me 

that Fanny Crosby had informed him that she had 

walked to Ipswich, when she was young, to see a 

man hanged. He had placed his hands together, 

bowed to the crowd and declared himself innocent. 

Mr Large went on to say Fanny had borne several 

children by a man named Reeve and some were 

named Crosby and others Reeve. I decided to explore 
the latter information Àrst, and Ànding no sign of her 
children in the baptismal records, turned to censuses. 

The earliest census, that of 1841, listed her aged 

12, daughter of John Crosby the village blacksmith. 

One of her sisters was Mary, the subject of the 

postscript elsewhere in this Bulletin (please see 

above). By 1851 she was listed as Fanny Reeve, and 

the blacksmith had three grandchildren named John 

Crosby, Elizabeth Reeve and Samuel Reeve, a baby. 

Ten years later the blacksmith’s wife was dead and 

Fanny was described as ‘the wife of a wheelwright’. 

A new baby, Henry Reeve, was listed but there was 

no sign of young John Crosby. There was a ten-year 
gap between the births of Samuel and Henry. Was 

the father Reeve or another man? 

By 1871 Fanny was head of the household and her 

last three children were living with her, Mary Ann, 

William and Hannah, along with Eliza, Henry and 

Oral History
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her father, now aged 77 years. Fanny described 

herself as a charwoman between 1871 and 1891, and 

it seems likely she did household work for the Large 

family and told William when he was a boy about 

her adventure in Ipswich. 

Regarding her children’s surnames, the story is 

a little more complex than that told by Mr Large. 

Fanny told the enumerator in 1881 her name was 

Fanny Crosby and the three children living with her 

were all named Crosby! Her father had died and she 

was ‘unmarried’. By 1891 she was ‘a widow’ and 

Fanny Reeve was again, along with her two children, 

living at home. Finally she was alone in 1901, still 

a widow but clearly uncertain of her age which she 

gave as 66 instead of 72. 

Fanny Reeve and her daughter Elizabeth. More information can be found in Untold Tales from the 
Suffolk Sandlings by Valerie Fenwick and Vic Harrup.
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Lost at sea
 (to be read in conjunction with Notes and Queries 

in Issue 25)

Between 1589 and 1591 Thomas Agas, rector of 

Orford, recorded 20 deaths in the parish burial 

register of men who died at sea and were therefore 

not buried in the graveyard. Until 1615 I could Ànd 
only one other similar case and that was in 1603 by 

which time Agas was dead. Of the 20, eight were 

lost in the North Sea, some speciÀcally en route to 

Scarborough. 

Elizabethan shipping near Orford Quay taken from Norden’s survey.

Public hangings were still taking place in the 1840s 

and the Ipswich Journal reported in 1844 that a 

‘new drop’ was in course of preparation in front of 

Ipswich Gaol. Fanny was aged around 16 in 1845 

when William Howell was hanged for the murder of 

James MacFadden, a constable with the East Suffolk 

Police. Almost certainly this was the hanging she 

observed along with between 10,000 and 12,000 

others, according to the newspaper. The story of 

Howell’s execution, the evidence against him and 
his conviction were covered on three columns in the 

Ipswich Journal of 1st February 1845. 

William Howell lived at Hulver and, with his brother, 

Walter, and Isaac Shipley were known to MacFadden 

as thieves and he obtained knowledge of a planned 

theft from the barn of Mrs Button of Kessingland. The 

constable hid in her garden and when he challenged 

the three William Howell took a gun from one of his 

companions and shot the constable, who lay dying 

for two days. During that time he was able to identify 

William to two police inspectors and key evidence 

was that his assailant was wearing a velveteen frock 

(coat) and a policeman’s old hat, both of which were 

found in Howell’s house after the murder. 

Although Howell’s wife claimed he was in bed with 

her on the night of the murder there was no denying 

the evidence and, although Walter and Isaac did not 

hang and were transported for life, William had to 

pay the ultimate penalty. 
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Richard Waste was on his Àrst voyage. This article 
deals especially with the others. Humphrey Rowland 

was lost ‘going to Spain’. George Campe, Matthew 

Greenlefe and William and Thomas Dad drowned 

going to or in France, the former aboard the Jonas. 

Also lost from the Jonas was Thomas Lamney, who 

died in Bordeaux a few years later. Thomas Cason 
was lost from the Nicholas, but the register does not 

say where the ship was bound. Five, Edward Smith, 

John Brown, Robert Brooke, Edmund Fosdike and 

William Midleton, died on the Hopewell at ‘Barbarie’ 

in July 1589. 

‘Barbarie’ generally described the north coast of 

Africa, where pirates, known as corsairs, operated 

for centuries but did not venture into the Atlantic 

until after 1600 when Dutch renegades helped 

them construct square-rigged sailing craft capable 
of withstanding ocean conditions. Following the 

defeat of the Armada in 1588 there was a Moroccan 

embassy to London a year later. The ambassador 

was sent by Sultan Ahmed al-Mansur, who believed 
that Queen Elizabeth would be a useful ally against 

Spain and France. This alliance may have been the 

reason that Orford men were prepared to sail into the 

Mediterranean Sea for trade. 

Tobias Edmundes, alias Cooke, was the master of 

the Jonas, which traded in wine from Bordeaux and 

also probably brought back salt and Àgs. He was 
a chief burgess of Orford in 1579 and contributed 

20 shillings towards the cost of the Charter. 

Contributions by others lost at sea give an indication 

of their status in the town. John Stannard was one of 

those who drowned in the North Sea and he gave 13s 

4d. Four others died with him and it is likely he was 

a master mariner and his ship sank. 

John Brown is a name too common to be certain that 

he was the man who died on the Hopewell, but if he 

were then his contribution of 6s 8d may mean he too 

was a mariner rather than a mere sailor. Those who 

are listed in the burial register and who contributed 

only 12d were Thomas Garrard and Richard 

Lyneham, among the eight mentioned earlier along 

with Humphrey Rowland who was lost on his way 

to Spain. 

Why did Agas record these deaths? Perhaps he was 

told to stop doing so during an archdeacon’s visit to 

the parish, or even by the bishop. 

Published sources: 
Lords of the Sea by Alan G. Jamieson, Reaktion 

Books, 2012.  

Black Tudors by Miranda Kaufmann, Oneworld, 

2017.

Notes and Queries 
Transcription solution?

In an earlier issue of the Bulletin I described how I 

puzzled over the word ‘High’ being written in a will 

instead of ‘hoy’. This took an hour or so, but another 

puzzle has taken me several years to solve. The will 

was that of Henry Mome of Capel St Andrew who 

died in November 1624 and the will was nuncupative, 

that is he did not sign it nor make a mark. 

The wording is ‘he gave’ rather than the usual 

‘I give’. Richard Careman was given his trowel, 

handsaw and bag of tools, along with his ‘daudes’ 

(probably his working clothes, but maybe a special 

kind of spade for cutting such as clay). His unnamed 

wife received all his hemp, a hog ‘ready killed’ and 

other provisions in the house and ‘millione Flaggess’. 

Finally his son, John, was bequeathed the remainder 

of his possessions. 

The word ‘million’ was seldom used at this time 

and I assume means ‘too many to count’ so maybe 

related to reeds or rushes rather than turves as is 

usually the meaning of ‘Áags’. The tools could be 
those of a thatcher. 

The original will has not survived, so we have to rely 

on the copy made for the ecclesiastical court, in this 

case the Archdeaconry of Suffolk (effectively the 

east of the county). 

Thus we have a copy, made in 1624, by someone 

who may have found the handwriting difÀcult to 
read and probably didn’t know every tradesman’s 

terms, being transcribed by me nearly 400 years 

later. Also I had to rely on glossaries in modern 

books for the meaning of some words. However I 

don’t feel too inadequate since the Suffolk Record 

Society published this will in 1989 and the abstractor 

omitted both ‘daudes’ and ‘millione Flagges’ from 

her transcription. 

Recently I read Mark Bailey’s Medieval Suffolk 

and although it covers an earlier period than the 

early 17th century, namely 1200 to 1500, I believe 
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Orford and its Charter of Elizabeth I 1579

Poulter, Potter and Harrup.

Page 15, column 2, lines 1-2

‘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 Wil-
liam Paget, has revealed that this should read ‘from a servant’s house of mine called John Sone near unto 

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

Correction

he provides the answer regarding ‘Áags’. Writing 
about peat-digging for use as fuel he says that as 
many as 100,000 were prepared annually, and sent 

from Lakenheath to the monastery at Ely. However 

sods of turf covered with vegetation were also cut 

to construct Àeld banks and line house roofs, and 
he refers to peat marshes along the upper reaches of 

the Butley river. These sods were known as ‘Áakkes’ 
and it seems likely this was the word used by Henry 

Mome as he lay on his death bed. 

Clarification
In the article about the surviving Áoor tiles from 
Butley Priory, the footnote number 4 in Issue 28 

says that some tiles were becoming worn by 1480, 

quoting J N L Myres, writing in 1934. However the 

actual will, translated by the late Peter Northeast, 

gives the real reason why the pavement Áoor needed 
repairing. In 1480 John Curteler of Butley asked ‘to 

be buried before the image of St Christopher’, and 

‘for the reparation of the paving before the aforesaid 

image where my grave is to be made, 26s 8d’. 

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