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HALESWORTH AND DISTRICT MUSEUM : Summer 2013 

 

THE CHAIRMAN’S MESSAGE 

2013: a Year of Exciting Projects and Prospects  

 

2012 was a landmark year for the Museum and 2013 promises to follow the same pattern. The events 

planned are beginning to take shape, due to the hard work of our very enthusiastic band of volunteers. 

The displays of Dairying in Halesworth, Toys of the Past and the Railway Station Story are features for 

the new season. 

Planning for an ambitious 1970s project is also underway and we hope that many local people will be 

able to contribute loans of items, photos and memories of all aspects of the decade to make this event a 

great local success. 

Also ongoing is the work of transferring some 22,000 photographic negatives from the Robbie Page 

collection onto the Museum computer display so they may be viewed by visitors. Most of the photos 

depict local events such as fêtes, school sports, family occasions, weddings, birthdays and views of 

local interest, showing the changes in and around Halesworth since the 1960s. 

Robbie Page was well known as a teacher at Halesworth Area School  in Norwich Road (now the 

Edgar Sewter Community School) until the Secondary Modern School  in Harrisons Lane was opened 

in the late 1950s. He was also a part time press photographer for the local papers such as the now 

defunct  Halesworth Times.  

  Any help from Halesworth residents who may be able to identify the subjects and occasions of the  

photographs would be very welcome. A selection of these are displayed  on the Museum computer 

screen during opening hours. 

We look forward to another busy and interesting season and we thank you for your continuing support.

 

THE HALESWORTH AND DISTRICT MUSEUM 

The Station, Halesworth, Suffolk IP19 8BZ 

Curator: Mike Fordham (01986 873030) 

Summer Opening Times (until the end of Sept.: Tuesday to Saturday 10am to 12.30pm. 

The Museum is an Accredited Museum and a Registered Charity (No. 1002545) 



THE DAIRY TRADE IN HALESWORTH, 1300-1968 

Mike Fordham fills in some of the historical context of this year’s Museum display 

 

By 1300, cattle rearing and dairying were well 

established in Suffolk. Most dairy herds were 

reared solely for commercial profit. A few 

demesnes (home farms) exploited their herds 

directly, using manorial servants to milk the 

cows and produce butter and cheese for sale, 

but the majority of herds were leased to local 
tenants who paid an annual fee for each cow  

and produced and sold the butter and cheese 

themselves. In the 1330s large dairy herds of 

over 30 cows generated fees of £10 or more a 

year on manors such as South Elmham, Kelsale 

and Worlingworth. The Halesworth Manor herd 

of 23 cows was leased out for £7 14s. in 1375-6 

Milking and dairying were occupations for 

women. The best butter and cheese produced 

for the market came largely from the wealthy 

farming households of yeomen and gentry, 

where there was adequate space and equipment. 

One medieval treatise claimed a single cow 

would produce 100 gallons of milk between 

May and Michaelmas, enough for eight stones 

of cheese (112lbs) or 16lbs of butter.  

 A Dairie Book for Good Husbandry by 

Bartholomew Dowe (1588) describes the 

advanced methods of Suffolk dairying. On a 

large Suffolk dairy farm each female servant 

could tend and milk twenty cows: ‘For every 

score of kine one maid.’ Dowe’s mother ran a 

dairy enterprise, almost certainly at Sibton 

Abbey where, between 1507 and 1513, a 

Katherine Dowe managed the abbey’s dairy. In 
1509 it had 63 cows and the abbey employed 

Katherine, an assistant and three maids to milk 

and make cheese and butter, as well as keeping 

pigs and hens, and making linen cloth. 

When Thomas Shipdham of Halesworth died in 
1589, he left to his wife, Cecily their house at 

the west end of the church, with stables, yards 

and gardens. The inventory of his goods shows 

the house to have consisted of  a Hall (with 

fireplace), Parlour, Hall Chamber and a Buttery, 

In the dairy were a cheese press, 14 bowls, 

three cheese vats and a board for pressing curd 

when cheese is made, together worth ten 

shillings. He also had ten milk cows (worth 17 

shillings), four small pigs and three milk pails

    

 

The dairy-room in a country farmhouse 

People in Tudor times drank little if any milk, 

preferring to take it in the form of butter and 

cheese. By now Suffolk cheese was widely 

used to provision the army and naval ships. 

Robert Norton (c.1540) of Gothic House/Dairy 

Farm, Halesworth built up a considerable busi-

ness exporting Suffolk dairy produce to English 
garrisons in France. For the Navy, the usual day 

ration per man was 1lb of biscuit and a gallon 

of beer; 2 lbs of salt beef daily (on 4 days); ¼lb 

of stockfish, 2 oz of butter and 4 oz of cheese 

daily (on 2 days); and half the latter rations on a 

Friday. Salt butter was bought by the barrel, 

firkin or pound, Suffolk cheese by the pound or 

‘wey’ of 256 lbs. In Suffolk in 1586 butter cost 

55s a barrel and cheese 35s a wey. Provisions 

were bought from cheesemongers in London 

and the ‘out-ports.’ The Navy only stopped 

buying Suffolk cheese in 1757.  

In the late 18th century, a writer recorded that 

the quality of Suffolk cheese was remarkably 

bad, since butter-making had replaced cheese-

making. The cream of the milk was taken to 

make butter. The cheese was made from what 

was left: milk ‘three times skimmed sky blue.’ 



Cheese made this way was named ‘Suffolk 

bang’ a term which conveyed its quality! 

By Victorian times, most farmhouses had a 

dairy where milk, butter and cheese were 

produced, if only for domestic consumption. On 

the home farms of landowners, dairies were 

often show-pieces of architectural ornament-

ation but the average farmhouse dairy was 

usually a plain room with whitewashed walls 

and paved floors. Normally a single room made 

do for cheese settling and butter churning. A 

northerly aspect and louvred ventilators ensured 

the necessary cool environment. Dairy work 

demanded long hours, skill and experience.  

Even into the late 19th century when dietary 

habits had changed and milk was being used in 

tea and coffee, it is estimated that only a fifth of 
a pint was being used daily by each member of 

the population.  In many villages, from the mid-

19th century, tins of condensed milk took the 

place of fresh. It was unfashionable to drink 

milk by itself before 1914. Most villages and 

small towns were self-sufficient in milk. No 

raw milk was sold; it was all kept for cream to 

make butter. Milk was ‘fleeted’ in the morning 

and the cream placed in a separate bowl. This 

milk was sold at 1d. a pint. The cream that had 

risen to the top was again fleeted off and the 

milk sold for ½d a pint. Milkmaids carried two 

pails of milk for sale (open to what might drop 

from the sky) on a yoke across their shoulders.  

By the 1870s, the home dairy was declining in 

importance in Suffolk and from 1880 cheap 

imports of butter and cheese encouraged many 

farmers to turn instead to sending milk by rail 

to the towns. Even so, at the turn of the 20th 
century, in many cottages you might find one of 

the small table churns or ‘Atmospheric churns’, 

a tall glass jar, the lid carrying a crank which 

operated a rod bearing wooden paddles which 

projected down the jar. Milk was put overnight 

in a shallow bowl and left for the cream to rise. 

In the morning the cream was skimmed off 

using a ‘fleeter’. This was kept until enough 

had been accumulated to make it worth 

churning. After removal from the churn, it was 

placed in the butter-worker and rolled with a 

wooden roller to remove the water. When free 

of water, the butter was worked into slabs with 

the ‘butter hands’ and might be marked with a 

pattern using a butter mould. Some might be 

sold to the local shop or taken to market. 

Beccles, Bungay and Halesworth were milk-

collecting centres organised by John Wells, 

who sold milk to London and East Coast 

dairymen. The milk went on passenger trains 

(vans). In 1918 the business was purchased by 

the Dairy Supply Co. which concentrated the 

collection of milk at the Halesworth Creamery 

in Angel Yard with a  daily intake of around 

1,000 gallons. In 1922 it became the United 
Dairies, Angel Yard.  

 

The United Dairies Depot at Halesworth 

Station 

In 1933, as United Dairies (Wholesale) Ltd, the 

business moved to larger premises east of the 

railway station, with access from Bungay Road. 

Milk in churns went to Yarmouth, Clacton and 

Southend. The latest plant was installed to meet 

increased demand for pasteurised milk. In 1938 

a churn repair shop was built, under Mr F Ellis,  

to deal with repairs and to take on tinning and 

general sheet metal work.  

The Halesworth depot, now trading as Unigate 

Creameries Ltd., had, at its peak, a daily intake 

of over 40,000 gallons of milk and employed a 

staff of 56. But it handled only the traditional 

milk churn and, with the arrival of the bulk 

tanker to collect milk from farms, the daily 

intake gradually declined. It finally closed in 

1968 and the buildings and ground were sold. 

 



LITTLE THINGS MEAN A LOT 

Vic Gray reflects on the importance of the little things we often overlook as we go on 

our way in and around Halesworth 

 

A helpful, historically-minded friend and neigh-

bour rang me up a few weeks back, knowing I 
was involved with the Museum. Driving out of 

town on the Bungay Straight, he had spotted 

something missing by the roadside. It was one 

of those lovely metal waymarkers or milestones 

that we’re lucky enough to have round here, 

this one showing the distance to Bungay and 

Halesworth, a relic of the days when the 

Turnpike Trust was charged with maintaining 

that stretch of road. One day it was there, the 

next day it was gone. All that was left was the 

older milestone that had been encased in its 

smart metal jacket well over a century and a 

half ago. It was now lying on its back in the 

verge. It still is. You can see it just beyond the 

turn-off for Rumburgh. Had it been smashed 
into by a car? Or had the elegant casing been 

stolen for its scrap value? I reported it to 

Rumburgh Parish Council. Perhaps it will one 

day return. 

This has made me think about all the other little 

bits of the ‘streetscape’ that we take for granted, 

quietly enjoying them and thinking they will be 

there forever. Every time I walk into town, I 

pass at the end of Station Road a mid-Victorian 

letter-posting box set into the wall of ‘Head & 

Curls’ hairdressers. Sadly, it’s been ‘graffitied’ 

recently but I have always enjoyed posting my 

letters in it and even more now that I have 

spotted in the 1879 Suffolk Directory entry for 

Halesworth a reference to ‘WALL LETTER 

BOXES, Quay street & London road; cleared at 

6.20 p.m. weekdays only’. 134 years later, ‘my 

box’ is cleared at 4.45 p.m. weekdays only. 
That’s the only change in all that time! 

But what a lot that pillar box has seen. When it 

was cemented into the wall of what was then 

the King’s Head pub, Quay Street was a 
bustling corner of the town, noisy with the 

comings and goings of wagons from  

the Navigation quay, the maltings and the 

nearby brewery. Across the street, it watched, 
year in year out, the Saturday night shenanigans 

at the ‘Oriental’ pub (now M.R. King’s office). 

It has seen all this come and go, has heard the 

whistle of the first Southwold Railway train to 

arrive in the town, watched the first motor car 

come along Quay Street, and it is still taking 

my letters today. Long, long may it be so. 

And there are so many other Little Things like 

this in our town which we should cherish and 

safeguard lest they all become things of the 

past. It’s not just the striking ones like the 

celebrated carvings on ‘Dame Margery’s’, the 

Bistro. Think of the simple little sign on the 

house in Quay Street marking it out as once 

Halesworth’s Police Station, built in 1846 and 

used for some twenty years; or the insignia of 

the castle and lion up on the wall of the Day 

Centre, telling us it started life as the home of 
the town’s courtrooms, or the slowly fading 

‘ghost sign’ high up on the side wall of 

Edwards restaurant, reminding us that this was 

once the premises of ‘Frost, Draper and 

Furnisher’. And what about the simple but 

elegant pump in the Market Place? How many 

times do you pass it and think nothing of it? 

I am not suggesting that we should turn the 

town into one big Museum. Things change. 

They have to change. They will change. But 

these little relics of the past are what help to 

give the town its own distinctive character and 

as such we should nurture them a bit. The 

town’s past shouldn’t just be in the Museum 
and the knowledge accumulated in the Museum 

is there to help us all understand the 

significance of these Little Things and pay our 

own respects to them from time to time. 

LITTLE PIECES OF HALESWORTH’S UNIQUE  IDENTITY 



 

 

 

 

Clockwise: 

• 1870s letter-box, Station Road 

• Ghost sign for Frost’s the drapers (above 

Edward’s) 

• Old 1846 Police Station, Quay Street 

• The urn surmounting the town pump, 

Market Place 

• Suffolk County insignia, on the former 

Court House, now the Day Centre 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A RESEARCH BONUS FOR THE MUSEUM 

Ivan Sparkes, author of many books on Halesworth history, discusses his work on an 

important new research collection in the Museum 

Recently, a large collection of documents relat-

ing to Halesworth and a wide range of villages 

and estates in the area were donated to the 

Halesworth and District Museum by Sheila and 

Michael Gooch. These two architects and 

historians did their research while living in 

Gothic House, a fine building opposite St 

Mary’s Church and, whilst there, they collected 

a wide range of documents about the area. They 

had written two books about Halesworth which 

added considerably to our knowledge of the 

people who lived in and around the town and 

the buildings, families, church history and 

occupations as well. The donation came in the 
shape of four or five boxes filled with historical 

files, both printed and written by hand.  

Many years ago, I had dealt with a project 

involving some 5,000 documents, books and 
printed documents in the Thurrock area of 

Essex and I was fortunate to be approached by 

Mike Fordham, the Curator of the Museum to 

undertake the task of sorting them into files and 

writing a résumé of each as they are reduced to 

a reasonable size. As each file is completed, 

several photocopies are made, ready for the 

next stage when it is passed to another member 

of the team, who types the résumé into a 

computer for use in the Museum Collection.  

The range of documents in the Gooch Archive 

is wide, covering family and estate history, 

village and town growth, and the families of 
major houses and estates. To give some idea of 

its scope, I have picked out below some events, 

people and national factors in the counties and 

districts of East Anglia.  

Long ownerships can be fascinating: like, for 

example, a field in 1288 in the lands of the 

Norton family which was still connected with 

our town in 1316, or the long ownership of the 

Manor of Westhall which was in the hands of 

the Cause family in the 15th century, was sold to 

Nicholas Bohun in 1533 and stayed in that 

family until the 19th century. 

Visits of royalty were important. Queen Eliz-

abeth travelled in north Suffolk in 1560. She 

had problems with the Catholics – and the 

problems continued. In 1615 the Bishop of Ely 

was ordered to send local prisoners to be exiled 

in Spain. A good example of the wisdom of 

keeping well out of the way is a letter to John 

Norton about his dealings with Papists, which 

reported that ‘Thomas his brother is in Rome’, 

another brother in Genoa and the great-uncle 

Thomas, the rebel ‘was alive in Spain’. 

An interesting manuscript of 1611, found in 

Halesworth Church, was written by Thomas 

Fella and called ‘a tree of divers fruits’. It 

recorded that there were ‘odious and detestable 

weed tomatoes’. At the same time, the will of 

Robert Lawne of Metfield left a sum of £60 for 

the poor of Halesworth to be delivered into the 
hands of Robert Prime, innholder! 

Other interesting items include a 1587 plan of 

the remains of the ancient city of Dunwich, 
published in 1793 and another showing Opium 

Ships in China (the Opium Wars would 

continue until 1830-31). 

We shouldn’t forget the work of William 

Dowsing. He visited Halesworth in 1643 and 

attacked ‘two hundred superstitious pictures 

and more two crucifixes; five papist inscrip-

tions of brass, while the churchwarden had an 

order to take down two crosses off the steeple. 

Lastly I would mention the recent discovery of 

a Johan Schish of Halesworth, who built ships 

at Walberswick for the State. One, the ‘Basing’, 

was built in 1654 and later renamed the 

‘Guernsey’. The Shish family had 30 men taken 

on for the War against the Dutch and supported 

Denis and Hugh Denning at Holton where their 

timber was stored. 

 

Ivan’s catalogue of the Gooch papers will 

eventually be available at the Museum and on 

our website www.halesworthmuseum.org.uk . 



BACK TO THE SEVENTIES 

Ambitious plans are being hatched for a major project to involve Halesworth and the 

surrounding villages in a celebration of ‘the day before yesterday’

Keep your fingers crossed. The Museum has just done the groundwork for what could turn out to be its 

biggest project ever. Together with eleven other museums in Suffolk and Hertfordshire we’ve put in an 

application (with the very considerable and indispensible help of the Association for Suffolk Museums) 

to the Heritage Lottery Fund for a grant which will enable us to launch a year-long community project 

on ‘Halesworth in the 1970s’, starting in the autumn, part of a well-publicised venture under the 

general title ‘Staying Alive’ (remember John Travolta?). 

‘Why would anyone be interested in the 1970s?’ you may ask. ‘That was only yesterday.’ Well, to you 

and me maybe, but remember, for anyone under thirty this is prehistory and, for under-50s, this is when 

you did part of your growing up. And for all of us who were around at that time, whatever our age, we 
have memories to be stirred and stories to tell. As for today’s schoolchildren, the Seventies could be as 

remote as the Norman Conquest. 

And that, really, is the point of the project. Those who still have something to learn about the 1970s can 

do so from those of us who were around at the time. So one way or another, everybody could be 
involved. 

And we do want a lot of involvement. The main thrust of the project will be to research what was going 

on in the town and the surrounding villages during that decade. This was the time when the Town Park 
was opened, the swimming pool was built, the Apollo Centre was built up at the Middle School, 

Halesworth UDC was abolished to be replaced by Waveney District Council, Jubilee Court was opened 

and Bernard Matthews launched the Turkey Breast Roast! Volunteers will search old newspapers and 

records. Other will be working to scan and identify the subjects of the thousands of photographs by 

former Halesworth Middle School teacher Robbie Page which he took during those years,  and still 

more will be going out to record the reminiscences of those who can tell us all about what it felt like to 

be in the area at that time. 

But around that research – and so that those who weren’t in Halesworth at the time are not left out – 

we’re planning a whole series of events about the 1970s in general. Ideas at the moment include a 

1970s fashion show, some Seventies craft workshops (remember your macramé and your tie-dying?), a 

Seventies Music Night and a community ‘Eat the Seventies’ event, where we all get out those faded 

cookery books and remember the glory years of prawn cocktails, pineapple on a stick and the perils of 

the dreaded fondue set. To make this work – and to make it all fun (history doesn’t have to be heavy-

going) we plan to be making links with other community groups and organizations and recruiting still 

more volunteers. 

All this excitement may be a bit premature. We’ve still got to succeed in winning the funding from the 

Lottery. But we’ve already got through the first phase of bidding and things are looking promising. 

We’ll know finally in September and then we shall start in earnest, blowing the ‘70s trumpet and going 

out to recruit all the volunteers we are hoping will help to make this a Museum project for the whole 

area. Wish us luck! 

 

Vic Gray 

 



                              NEWS IN BRIEF 

VOLUNTEERS 

The Museum would be nothing without its 

volunteers. Remember: there are no paid staff. 

We are all volunteers and we’ve bene really 

fortunate this year in being able to recruit a lot 

of new faces to help us increase the range of 

what we can do. From a point a year or two ago 

when we could call on just four people to back 
up the Curator, we now have a terrific team of 

fourteen! The results speak for themselves. 

Thankyou to them all. 

If you would like to get involved more actively 

then come and see us and let’s see what we 

have to offer that might suit you. 

MUSEUM OF THE YEAR 

This year, for the first time ever, the Museum 

will be entering the East Anglain Daily Times’ 

competition for the Suffolk Museum of the 
Year. We may be small, but we think we punch 

above our weight. You can all help by filling in 

one of the voting forms available in the 

Museum. Judging is in September. 

VINTAGE BUS TRIPS TO THE MUSEUM 

Across the summer, a 1950s vintage bus (the 
Tilly’s Bus) will stop in the Station forecourt 

and will drop parties of tourists from 

Southwold who will be exploring the line of the 

Southwold Railway in the company of the 

line’s leading proponent, John Bennett. They 

will be given a tour of the station and Museum 

before going on to Wenhaston and Blythburgh. 

LOCAL SCHOOL CONTACTS 

Keen to make sure that local children get the 

chance to get to know their Museum, our 

Volunteer Education Officer, Kathryn Osborne, 

has written to all the schools in the area to ask 

what the Museum can do to back up their 

teaching. We hope, on the back of this, to 

develop new ways of taking the Museum’s 

work and collections into the classroom. 

THE WISSETT HOARDS 

This magnificent collection of Bronze Age 
weaponds and tools is now with a specialist 

conservation unit in mid-Suffolk where work is 

being done to stabilize the metal to prevent 

further corrosion and damage. When they 

return, the task of mounting them finally for 

display will begin. We hope they will be 

available to view early next year. 

OLD HALESWORTH IN PHOTOS 

Watch out later this year for the launch of a 

new book of Victorian photographs of the town, 

taken by photographer Fred Johnson in the 

1880s and recently made available to the 

Museum for publication by Mrs Ivy Limmer, 

formerly of Quay Street. This could be the 

Christmas present you’ve been looking for! 

THE MUSEUM TALKS 

Thanks to all who came along to our first two 

talks, on the Southwold Railway and Kitchen 

Secrets of an Elizabethan Country Lady. The 

size of the audience has encouraged us to 

continue with this series. There will be two 

more talks this year. On Thurs. 19 Sept-ember 

Gilbert Burroughes will talk on the archaeology 

of the Blyth Valley and on 17 Oct., Blythburgh 

historian Dr Alan Mackley will visit us. 

LASTLY, A PLEA TO EVERYONE 

The biggest problem by far the Museum faces 

at the moment is a serious and pressing lack of 
storage space. We desperately need a dry, 

secure and reasonably accessible space 

somewhere in the town in which to store some 

of our larger objects. If you have any ideas at 

all, please contact the Curator, Mike Fordham 

on 01986 872437 or come and see us at the 

Museum. You could be our salvation!
 

 

     Keep in touch at www.halesworthmuseum.org.uk 


