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Where was Felsham’s Baptist Chapel? 
 
Part 1: 
 
On Sunday 30th March 1851 a census of all churches, chapels and preaching-
houses of every denomination was undertaken in England and Wales.1  The 
government of the day wanted to know “how far the means of religious 
instruction provided in Great Britain during the last fifty years have kept pace 
with the population during the same period, and to what extent those means 
are adequate to meet the spiritual wants of the increased population of 1851”.   
 
Despite some major flaws in the design of the census questionnaire, the 
results provide an interesting overview of accommodation and attendance in 
both the established church and in dissenting places of worship in the mid-19th 
century.  In preparation for the census, each enumerator was to search out 
every church, chapel or room in his district used as a regular place of worship 
and a printed form was given to the responsible person (usually the minister) 
to fill out on the census Sunday. 
 
The local results were published by the Suffolk Records Society in Suffolk 
Returns from the Census of Religious Worship of 1851, edited by T.C.B. 
Timmins. 2  For Felsham two places of worship are listed: 
 

PARISH CHURCH.  [Can seat] 300.  Usually Present morning 108 
including Sunday scholars; evening 248 including Sunday scholars3. 
 
BAPTIST CHAPEL.  Converted to a chapel about 1838.  Adjoining a 
dwelling house.  Used occasionally for other purposes.  Present 
evening 100. 

 
That a chapel building existed in Felsham in the 1850s is quite surprising 
because there is no mention of such a place in other village records.  It would 
be interesting to find out whether people alive today have any memories of the 
existence of a chapel in Felsham.   
 
The mention of a Felsham Baptist Chapel in the religious census leaves us 
with a number of questions: 
 

 Where was this chapel situated in the village? 
 What did the building look like? 
 Who were the 100 people that attended the evening service? 
 When did the chapel fall into disuse? 

 

                                            
1 This was the same day as the ten-yearly population census.  For a discussion of the 1851 
Census Returns for Felsham see the article by A.S. on the Felsham History Club website. 
2 T.C.B. Timmins (ed.), Suffolk Returns from the Census of Religious Worship, 1851, The 
Boydell Press/Suffolk Records Society, 1997 
3 i.e. Sunday School scholars.  Children accounted for about a quarter of all Suffolk church 
attendances in the Census.  (Timmins, ibid. p xxiii.) 
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Finding definitive answers to these questions seems impossible unless new 
evidence comes to light.4  The parish records are fairly comprehensive in 
providing information about the parish church and associated organisations 
but are absolutely silent with reference to non-conformist or dissenting places 
of worship. 
 
In the apparent absence of official records about the Felsham Baptist Chapel 
we are dependent on the Religious Census Returns themselves for a few 
crumbs of information.  To begin with, we know that the Church of England 
questionnaire was completed by the Rector and Magistrate, the Rev. Thomas 
Anderson who was the Felsham incumbent for nearly fifty years from 1822 
until 1871.  He lived in a grand rectory surrounded by gardens and parkland 
near the Lower Green.  We also know that the chapel returns were completed 
by the Baptist Minister, a Mr William Parson who was also Minister for the 
Rattlesden Baptist Chapel.  The Felsham chapel was clearly a ‘daughter’ 
chapel to that at Rattlesden. 
 
The Rattlesden Baptist Chapel is an imposing building, situated on the 
Felsham road leading out of Rattlesden.  It was registered as a meeting house 
in 1807, was substantially rebuilt in 1833, and is still standing today. The 
Baptist Minister may have lived in the accommodation provided to the side of 
the chapel.  Mr Parson was also responsible for a Baptist meeting place at 
Moor’s Cottage at Hightown Green in Rattlesden. 
 
It would be interesting to know what the Felsham Church of England parson 
thought of the Baptist Minister, Mr Parson, and his congregation of Dissenters.    
He may have been rather suspicious of that round number of a 100 – which 
was the number of people recorded as attending the Felsham Chapel on that 
Census Sunday.  Newspapers at the time reported that many Established 
Church ministers accused dissenting churches of packing more people in than 
normal to boost their numbers.  Did Mr Parson bring over some of his 
Rattlesden chapel-goers to swell the Felsham numbers?   Despite possible 
inaccuracies in the figures, it is still remarkable that there is a good possibility 
that over a quarter of the people attending religious services in Felsham on a 
Sunday were non-conformists. 
 
The total population of Felsham in 1851 was 402.  The census returns for 
church and chapel attendance suggest that most people in the village 
attended a religious service on a Sunday.  This was despite the fact that some 
social commentators bemoaned the falling off in religious observance.5  It was 
noted that most absentees from church and chapel belonged ‘to the artisan 
and labouring classes.’6  It was accepted that though many labourers went to 
church, and a large portion to chapel, the rest had what they called a horse’s 
religion: ‘go to work all week and stay at home on Sundays.’ 
 

                                            
4 See Part 2 below 
5 See J. Glyde, The Moral, Social, and Religious Condition of Ipswich in the Middle of the 
Nineteenth Century, (Ipswich and London, 1850) 
6 J. Glyde, Suffolk in the Nineteenth Century (Ipswich and London, 1856), pp. 279, 359 
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Whatever their religious beliefs, harsh necessity could force farm labourers 
and their families to attend the parish church.  It should be remembered that it 
was a requirement of the conditions of the Felsham allotment rental that the 
allotment holder should attend church every Sunday7:   
 

As the object in letting this land is to improve the conditions of the occupiers; and 
being convinced that it is impossible to do those any real or lasting good who live 
irreligiously, it is required of all the tenants that they, with their families, attend the 
Parish Church regularly; and endeavour through God’s help, to live in all things as 
becometh Christians. 

 
This requirement must have been particularly irksome to those villagers with 
dissenting religious sensibilities as well as those who subscribed to the 
atheistic ‘horse’s religion’ mentioned above. 
 
Was there any evidence that villagers attended both Church and Chapel – the 
so-called ‘floating worshippers’?  Obviously, in Felsham we cannot be sure but 
it has been suggested that in Suffolk as a whole, ‘about a third of parishioners 
wandered between church and chapel’.8  Some chapel-goers may have been 
mere attendants or ‘hearers’ than fully engaged worshippers.  They may have 
been sympathetic to the idea of dissent but not wholly committed in strict 
doctrinal terms.  Anthony Trollope described the ‘floating worshipper’, from an 
Anglican perspective, when he noted in The Vicar of Bulhampton that ‘in most 
parishes there are some who think it well to let the parson know that they are 
independent and do not care for him, though they profess to be of his flock.’ 
 
Many Felsham villagers would not have wished to sever their links with the 
Church of England for a variety of practical reasons.  John Glyde has pointed 
to the many forms of discrimination that non-conformists suffered at the hands 
of parson and squire.9  He gives examples of ‘rent-free abodes’ being 
reserved for church-goers, of problems with marriages and burials for 
dissenters, and of dissenters lack of access to organised village charity.  He 
reports his farm labourer respondent as remembering that 
 

…During winter, blankets, pieces of flannel, and coals were distributed in many 
parishes only to such labourers as attended church.  Private benevolence was as 
strictly limited as charity bread.  The distribution of these things was generally in the 
parson’s hands, and it is a notorious fact that they were almost always manipulated in 
favour of church-going men and women and against Dissenters…. Happily there were 
clergymen such as the Rev. Reginald Rabett, of Bramfield, and Professor Henslow, of 
Hitcham, who distributed gifts among their parishioners, irrespective of creed, but 
such men among the clergy, like angels’ visits, were few and far between.  I recollect 
hearing about 50 years ago [i.e. about 1845] that during a very sharp winter the Rev. 
James Oakes, of Rattlesden, caused 30 pairs of blankets to be divided among the 
distressed poor in his parish.  Some of his parishioners had been compelled to part 
with bedding to obtain food.  But this paid teacher of the Christian virtues was so 

                                            
7 C. Bornett, Farm Labourers and their families in a Suffolk Village – Felsham 1830-50, 
(Walking Kit Publications, 2012), p.16 
8 Timmins, ibid, p.xxxviii 
9 Glyde, John (ed.), The Autobiography of a Suffolk Farm Labourer, With Recollections Of 
Incidents And Events That Have Occurred In Suffolk During The Sixty Years From 1816 To 
1876, ("Suffolk Times & Mercury", 1894/1895, Suffolk Record Office). 
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blinded by creed that he nourished hypocrisy by his peremptory order to the 
distributors that no Dissenter should have one of the blankets! 

 
Some years earlier, in the neighbouring village of Bradfield St George, 
considerable animosity was shown towards Dissenters who were trying to gain 
a foothold in the village.  The Rev Robert Davers reportedly used his influence 
with local landowners and farmers to turn non-conforming villagers out of their 
houses and to refuse them work.  His wife gained notoriety by attending a 
Baptist meeting in a village house where she allegedly took down the names 
of all the attendees.  The occupier of the house was subsequently dismissed 
from his work and the venue could no longer be used.  A number of open-air 
meetings were then held on the Bradfield village green. 
 
However, the Bradfield Baptists were not deterred and a safe meeting place 
was eventually found because their Minute Book records10:  
 

We then called upon the name of the Lord and after a short time an old man who 
possessed a small freehold was induced to let us have a piece of ground for the term 
of fourteen years upon which we built a small and cheap meeting house which was 
opened in November 1835 and which was paid for in the course of three or four years 
and in which we now meet, none daring to molest us. 

 
This early chapel was situated in Free Wood Street.11 
 

 
 

                                            
10 John, Duncan, Suffolk Free Church History, Vol. 2, (Suffolk Record Office 1957-1964 
[typescript carbon copy]) 
11 See the Bradfield and Rougham Baptist Church website 
http://www.brbaptistchurch.info/History.html  
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The relationship between Church and Chapel in Felsham may have been 
equally acrimonious.  The Rev Anderson could have looked askance at those 
parishioners who strayed from the C of E fold and may have condemned the 
Baptist Minister for stealing his flock.  Meanwhile, Mr Parson, the Baptist 
Minister standing in his pulpit, could have roundly denounced the beliefs and 
practices of the Church of England.12  Timmins has pointed out that the very 
presence of a Dissenting chapel in a Suffolk village was probably welcomed 
by some for other than religious reasons, particularly during the agricultural 
disturbances of the 1830s and 1840s. 

 
The Anglican clergy were, after all, the representatives and upholders of the 
Establishment.  In 1851, Suffolk parsons were still well represented on the 
Magistrates’ Bench; some took pride in their connections with the aristocracy whom 
they served as honorary chaplains; many were landowners in their own right; and 
almost all were unmistakably country gentlemen.  Any challenge to their position 
would have brought comfort to radical hearts. 13 

 
We have already mentioned that the Felsham Baptist Chapel was a branch of 
the Rattlesden Baptist Chapel.  But it was not a grand building like the 
purpose-built edifice that greets you as you drive into Rattlesden Lower Road 
from the Felsham direction. 
 

  
 

Most of the 500 Dissenting places of worship in Suffolk were fairly modest 
places.  In many cases, it was a matter of satisfaction to their congregations, 
rather than regret, that the chapels were built with every regard to economy.  
Some chapels were extremely humble buildings, some hardly superior to 
cottages, and subsequently were popularly referred to as ‘cottage chapels’.  
The Felsham chapel was probably of this sort.  It may have been only a 
cottage room or outhouse used as a kind of preaching station where the 
                                            
12 The relationship between one Church of England clergyman and his local non-conformists 
is well-described in, Dymond, David (ed.), Parson and People In a Suffolk Village: Richard 
Cobbold’s Wortham, 1824-77, (Wortham Research Group and Suffolk Family History Society, 
2007), pp.44-46 
13 Timmins, ibid, p.xxxv 
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congregation could over-flow outside when necessary.  Dissenting places of 
worship used limited space to the best advantage.  Cottage rooms were often 
made to accommodate 40 or fifty people, and some  chapels, though smaller 
than parish churches, had greater seating capacity.14  They may have been 
warmer too, which may have added to their attractiveness during cold winter 
Sundays. 
 
The Felsham Baptist congregation would have subscribed to the same 
doctrinal beliefs as that of their parent congregation at the Rattlesden 
Particular Baptist Chapel.  The Baptists rejected infant baptism, believing that 
only those who could make a personal declaration of faith should be baptized.  
Baptism in the form of ‘total immersion’ led to local people referring to the 
Baptists by their nickname, “the Dippers”.  Particular Baptists, however, unlike 
General Baptists, believed in a form of predestination.   
 

Redemption, they believed, was not freely offered to all, but restricted, or made 
particular to the elect, and to them alone: hence, the title Particular Baptists.15 

 
It is impossible to say whether all the Felsham chapel goers believed in this 
austere and uncompromising doctrine.  Adherence to such a strict doctrinal 
position would have severly affected their relationships with their non-baptist 
neighbours and with their Church of England employers. John Glyde reported 
on the insolence, contempt, and petty spite which Dissenting labourers had to 
endure from their fellow-workmen and their employers.16  But he also 
commented on the exceptional commitment of the chapel congregations 
towards their local meeting places and on the enthusiasm with which they 
approached Sunday worship: 
 

Men and women walked miles to attend the Sunday services.  They went wet or dry, 
allowing no sort of weather to stop them, carrying food for the day, and provision was 
made at each place for them to enjoy it.  These Baptists and many Wesleyans were 
enthusiasts in religion.  Fiddles and trombones were in constant use in the chapel 
choirs, and the hymns, being set to rollicking tunes, were thoroughly enjoyed.  These 
tunes roused the labourers and chapel congregations in those days.  Sung with 
heartiness, they did not leave half the work to be done by the choir. 

 
Although, the Particular Baptists had a strong foothold in both Felsham and 
Rattlesden, there were almost certainly non-conformists of different 
persuasions who would have had to travel outside the village to attend their 
chosen religious services.  These would have included villagers attracted to 
the Wesleyans, the Primitive Methodists, the Independents and perhaps even 
the Plymouth Brethren.  Surrounding villages provided meeting places for all 
these religious groups.  Drinkstone had both a Wesleyan Preaching House 
and a meeting place for Primitive Methodists.  Wesleyans were also to be 
found in Brettenham.  Cockfield had a well-attended Independent Chapel.  All 
of these places were within walking distance of Felsham and the able-bodied 
could easily reach them within an hour or so.  
 

                                            
14 Timmins, ibid, p.xxxii 
15 Timmins, ibid, p.xlvi 
16 Glyde, John (ed.), The Autobiography of a Suffolk Farm Labourer, 1894/95 
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Suffolk Returns from the Census of Religious Worship, 1851 - 

Felsham and adjoining villages: Dissenting Places of Worship17 
 

 
 
 
 
B Particular Baptists 
PB Plymouth Brethren 
W Wesleyan 
PM Primitive 
Methodist 
I  Independent 
 
* Meetings held in a 
dwelling house or in rooms 
adjoining a dwelling house 
rather than a purpose built 
Chapel  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Village Meeting place Number present 

in 
afternoon/evening 
 

Bradfield St 
George 

Bradfield Particular Baptist Chapel, Kings Hall Green.   200+35 scholars 

Drinkstone Wesleyan Preaching House* 
Primitive Methodists*, Cross Street 

30 
12 

Woolpit Wesleyan Preaching Room*, Woolpit Green 
Primitive Methodist Chapel, Woolpit Heath 
Baptist Cottage*, Woolpit Heath 
Plymouth Brethren’s Room, Broacher’s Green 

15 
50 to 60 
40 to 50 
150 

Rattlesden Particular Baptists*, Moor’s Cottage, Hightown Green 
Particular Baptist Chapel 

50 
300 

Brettenham Wesleyans* 50 
 

Felsham Particular Baptist Chapel* 
 

100 

Cockfield Wesleyans* [Smithwood Green] 
Independent [Village] Chapel 

36 
170 

Hessett [omitted from Census] Primitive Methodists*  
Thorpe Morieux Chapel at Thorpe Green?  Late than 1851?  

                                            
17 Map and chart based on information in T.C.B. Timmins (ed.), Suffolk Returns from the Census of 
Religious Worship, 1851, The Boydell Press/Suffolk Records Society, 1997 
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Part 2: 
 
The mention of a Felsham Baptist Chapel in the religious census of 1851 left 
us with a number of seemingly unanswerable questions: 
 

 Where was this chapel situated in the village? 
 What did the building look like? 
 Who were the 100 people that attended the evening service? 
 When did the chapel fall into disuse? 

 
It was stated in Part 1 that unless new evidence came to light it would be 
impossible to answer these questions.  In fact, the information can be found in 
the Minute Books of the Rattlesden Baptist Church that have been ably 
summarised by John Duncan in his series of essays on “Suffolk Free Church 
History”.18  
 
Where was this chapel situated in the village? 
 
An answer is provided in a minute of a meeting held on 16th July 1850: 
 

‘Mr Gladwell of Felsham having made an offer of a room in his house 
for occasional preaching on condition of paying him 5/- to have it 
whitewashed etc. and afterwards an annual collection of about 10/- and 
to defray the expense of lighting and cleaning.  We agreed to accept 
the offer.”  

 
It is highly probable that this is the same house that was recorded as a Baptist 
Chapel during the 1851 Religious Census that took place about eight months 
later. 
 
There were two villagers called Mr Gladwell living in Felsham at this time.  The 
1851 population census records a Mr John Gladwell, a thatcher, living on the 
Brettenham road and a Mr Joseph Gladwell, a master shoemaker, living in a 
house on The Street. 
 
How do we know which is the Mr Gladwell referred to in the Rattlesden Baptist 
Chapel Minute Book?  There are a number of clues which point to Mr Joseph 
Gladwell, the shoemaker: 
 

 He was born in Rattlesden where there were quite a number of 
Gladwells who attended the Baptist Church. 

 In 1841 there was a William Cornelius, shoemaker, living on The Street 
whose household included a Dr Bletsoe.  This 65 year old man of 
independent means actually owned the cottage that the shoemaker 
lived in.  He is recorded on the Tithe Map of 1838 as being a 
considerable landowner in Felsham.  Pre-1841 he lived at The Castle 
near the Brettenham boundary of the parish.  We know he owned the 

                                            
18 John, Duncan, Suffolk Free Church History, Vol. 1, (Suffolk Record Office 1957-1964 
[typescript carbon copy]) 
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land and cottages marked as number [164] on the tithe map.  This is 
almost certainly the same land occupied by Joseph Gladwell in 1851. 

 The Dr Bletsoe connection with the Baptists is further reinforced by an 
entry in the Record of certified non-conformist meeting places made 
some years earlier in 12th December 1834.  It states that “a saloon 
attached to a cottage belonging to and in the said occupation of JMM 
Bletsoe is set apart for the Religious Worship of Protestant 
Dissenters.”19  There is no proof that this was the house in The Street 
or that it was a Baptist meeting place rather than say a Wesleyan, but it 
does suggest that Dr Bletsoe had some sympathy with non-
conformism. 

 

 
Detail of the Tithe map for Felsham 1838 showing Plot 164 belonging to Dr Bletsoe 

 
Joseph Gladwell’s house with its attached ‘Baptist Chapel’ no longer exists.  It 
was demolished sometime between 1851 and 1895 when the 1st edition of the 
OS map for Felsham shows that the whole area between the Poorhouse [the 
current PO Stores] and the Rectory gardens had reverted to fields. 
 

 
 
In 1897, a new school was built on the site of Joseph Gladwell’s house and is 
now the Village Hall. 
 

                                            
19 Vincent Redstone, Suffolk Protestant Dissenters (unknown date) 
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However, there are still a number of imponderables.  Why does the religious 
census of 1851 refer to the Felsham Chapel as being “converted to a chapel in 
1838”?  Why does it say it is “adjoining a dwelling house” when the Baptist 
Minute book says clearly it was a room within Mr Gladwell’s house?  The 
evidence is inconclusive but there is a strong possibility that the Baptist 
Church had a presence at the heart of Felsham and only a stones throw from 
the Parish Church! 
 
What did the building look like? 
 
Clearly, the Felsham chapel was not a purpose-built building but a room in a 
house which served as an improvised preaching place.  The house would 
have looked like many of the other houses in the village which pre-date 1850. 
 

 
 

The big imponderable is how could a hundred people fit into a room in a small 
cottage?  Perhaps we should be looking for a barn instead? The Tithe Map 
shows the Gladwell house as surrounded by many outbuildings and barns. It is 
probable that it was one of these buildings which housed the hundred 
members of the Baptist congregation that attended evening service on that 
Sunday in 1851.  
 
 
Who were the 100 people that attended the evening service? 
 
It is likely that the attendees included Mr Gladwell who provided the meeting 
room and his household:  
 

Joseph Gladwell Head Aged 31 
Ceres Gladwell Wife Aged 33 
Herbert Gladwell Son Aged 5 
Caroline Gladwell Daughter Aged 4 
Fredrick Gladwell Son Aged 2 
Rosa Gladwell Daughter Aged 4 Months 
Susan Sadler Servant Aged 17 

 
 
As for the rest, we just do not know. 
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When did the chapel fall into disuse? 
 
Meeting places for dissenters in villages like Felsham were often set up on an 
ad hoc basis and seldom seemed to have lasted very long.  Much depended 
on their financial viability.  Much also depended on the quality of the 
preachers.  Whatever the reason, the Felsham meeting place was not 
mentioned in the Rattlesden Minute Books after 1850.  Presumably, interest 
declined or perhaps Felsham people preferred to make the journey to the 
large and probably more comfortable, purpose-built chapel at Rattlesden. 
 
The decline in the status and viability of the Rattlesden Chapel’s village 
preaching stations, which included Buxhall and Drinkstone as well as 
Felsham, was beginning to become evident by the 1860s.  There was 
pressure on the Minister to concentrate his energies on Services in the Chapel 
at Rattlesden rather than those in the villages. 
 
Other dissenting organisations may have ‘poached’ members from the 
Felsham Baptist congregation.  There had been competition amongst 
protestant dissenters for many decades previous to the 1850s. 
 
The earliest mention of Baptists meeting in Felsham was in June 1815 when a 
barn used by a Joseph Sturgeon was set apart for religious worship.  This may 
have been as a consequence of another dissenting group setting up a meeting 
place in the home of a John Last. 
 
We know for a certainty, that two years later, on the 23 December, 1817, the 
Wesleyans licensed a meeting place in the house of a Felsham villager called 
Richard Kidby.  This clearly stirred up the Baptists in Rattlesden because a 
week later their Minute Book records an agreement “to hire the house at 
Felsham of MR STURGEON at the rent of £5 and to let it for as much as 
possible, the members pledging themselves to exert themselves to pay the 
expenses.” 
 
In 1822, the Baptist preaching house in Felsham was rented from James Beer 
and his wife who had been baptised as Baptists in Rattlesden in 1814.  
Interestingly, there is some evidence to suggest that the Methodists and the 
Baptists shared the same premises during the early 1820s.  The need to pay 
the bills obviously led to some compromises.   
 
Even the Congregationalists had a presence in Felsham during the 1820s.  It 
is recorded that they used the kitchen of Joseph Rushbrooke’s house for their 
meetings. 
 
Not only were the Baptists providing stiff competition to the established church 
in Felsham represented by St Peters, but they themselves faced competition 
from Wesleyans and Congregationalists within Felsham, and possibly from 
Primitive Methodists and Plymouth Brethren based in surrounding villages. 
 
CB 


