
Dairy farming in Felsham and Gedding  
 

Nowadays, to see cows grazing in our two villages is a rare sight indeed.  But two hundred years ago they 
were to be seen everywhere as most local farms had at least a “house cow” and many had sizeable herds 
of cattle for dairy or for beef, even though the main Suffolk dairying region was in the ‘pastoral parishes’ 
centred on Debenham in the north east of the county. 

The little information we have on 
dairy farming at the beginning of the 
19th century has to be gleaned from 
sale notices in the local newspapers.  
For example, the Bury & Norwich Post 
of August 12th, 1801, gives notice of a 
sale of livestock at the Gedding Fox & 
Hounds (Hubbard Corner) for Monday 
17th August (the same day as the 
Felsham Fair).  Among the animals for 
sale were “seventeen capital fat home-
bred steers and heifers”. 
   Gedding has a long tradition of dairy 
farming.  At the beginning of the 19th 
century, Mr Cole, a farmer of 115 acres 

at Gedding Hall, kept a herd of famous cows.  When the farm was 
put up for sale at Michaelmas in 1811 the auctioneer declared that 
the farm had “twelve most excellent Suffolk red and white cows, 
known to be as good if not the best in the neighbourhood”. 
   These cows, almost certainly belonged to the native breed of 
polled Suffolk Dun which could be red, brindle (brown with other 
streaks) or cream.  The lack of horns meant that they were easier 
to milk and they were reputed to be good for beef and for their 
hides.   

When farms in Felsham and Gedding were put up for auction, 
the newspaper notices invariably mentioned the number of “milch 
cows” [milking cows], heifers, and bulls that were to be included in 
the sale.  They sometimes mentioned the availability of good 
pasture and meadow land, the number of stacks of hay, and 
frequently listed dairying utensils such as barrel churns, pails, milk 
keelers, milk trays and cheese presses. 

In 1829, when Felsham’s Grange Farm came up for sale  “five fat Highland Scots [cattle]” were 
mentioned in addition to the usual “milch cows”.  The following year, in 1830, the sale catalogue of Samuel 

Rand’s farm, (near the boundary between Gedding 
and Felsham on the Bury Road), listed a cow-house 
and 24 acres of excellent arable and pasture land, in 
well-fenced enclosures.  Good hedges and fencing 
when keeping livestock were essential to prevent 
them straying onto neighbour’s land or wandering 
onto the highway. 
   When the premises of Thomas Last, Felsham’s 
wheelwright, came up for sale in 1836, the 
catalogue listed “neat dairy utensils” along with the 
usual items connected with the wheelwright’s trade.  
This suggests that even non-farmers kept cows or at 
least made butter or cheese for their own 
consumption. 
   The wealthier farmers possessed more 
sophisticated equipment and facilities to process 

their milk products.  In 1841, the largest farm in Felsham - the 218 acre Grange Farm owned by Timothy 
Holmes, had “an attached back kitchen and dairy with cheese room.”  



Another relatively large farm was Felsham Hall, owned by Elizabeth Garnham, which came up for sale in 
1848 and was described as possessing “cattle sheds” and about 50 acres of “fine old upland pasture”.  
Pasture on this farm accounted for a third of the 
total acreage.  It can be seen from the table that 
Felsham Hall farm contained a far higher 
proportion of pasture to arable than most of the 
other farms of a similar size in the village. 
On average, the proportion for Felsham in 1838 
was 79% arable and 21% pasture.  Farming 
was still mixed with animals playing an 
important role in husbandry, but it is unlikely that 
dairy cattle were the most important part of the 
mix in Felsham and Gedding.  The “plough and 
pail” mix where dairying predominated never 
existed here in the way it did during the 18th 
century in the pastoral north-east of Suffolk.  
Certainly by the 1850s, many local farmers 
placed greater emphasis on rearing fat or ‘store’ 
cattle than on their dairy herd because of the 
increased cultivation of green and root crops 
such as beans, clover and mangolds on the 
arable fields.   

The arrival of the railway at Stowmarket and 
Thurston in 1846 meant that cattle could be 
transported more quickly over longer distances.  
We have evidence that by the 1860s, the farmer 
at Rookery Farm (Moore’s Farm) was dealing in 
beef cattle and selling them on to other farmers 
in the area.  William Moore employed a local 
lad, Stephen Hubbard aged 12 years, to collect 
bullocks (sometimes over 20 at a time) from 
Thurston Station and to drive them along the 
lanes to Felsham. 

Most farms had been predominantly arable 
for a long time but the conversion of grassland 
to arable slowly continued because of 
improvements in drainage, the increased 
efficiency of farm implements and the feeding of stock in yards and stalls rather than open fields. The 
manure from the cow yards was put on the fields improving the fertility of the soil. This gradual 
“arabilisation” of the fields can be plotted using maps for Felsham Hall farm: one an estate map of 1729 
and the other the Tithe Map of 1838.   

 
 
Over a period of about a hundred years the acreage given over to arable increased from 70 acres to 93 

acres.  This involved not only the ploughing of grassland but also about four acres of alder-carr adjoining 
Bradfield Woods.  It should be noted that field names are an important indication of previous land use.  For 
example at Felsham Hall Farm: Short Meadow, Hunt’s Pasture and Old Clover Field. 

Proportion of Arable land to Pasture: FELSHAM FARMS 1838  

 

Farm Acres Arable % Pasture % 

The Grange 218 172 79% 34 16% 

Brook Hall 
Farm 

172 155 90% 17 10% 

Felsham Hall 
Farm 

151 93 62% 58 38% 

Rookery Farm 
(Cockfield Rd.) 

146 116 79% 30 21% 

Slough Farm 
(Stone Farm) 

106 91 86% 15 14% 

Mausoleum 
Farm 

102 79 77% 23 23% 

Rookery Farm 
(Moores Farm) 

94 77 82% 19 20% 

Castle (Hill) 
Farm 

74 68 92% 6 8% 

Aarams shop 
(The Elms) 

72 59 82% 13 18% 

Davers Farm 
(Capel Farm) 

61 34 56% 27 44% 

Hill Farm 56 41 73% 15 27% 

Valley Farm 53 35 66% 18 34% 

Rand's Farm 
(Bury Road) 

36 26 72% 10 28% 

Steward's Farm 
(Poplar Farm) 

36 33 92% 3 8% 

Lower Green 
Farm 

34 20 59% 14 41% 

Quakers Farm 15 12 80% 3 20% 

 

1729 1838 



It can be seen, from the Felsham map showing land use in 1838, that most of the pasture was 
concentrated around the farmsteads or along the edge of Bradfield Woods or beside the watercourses 
feeding into the Rattlesden River. 

 

  
   The map of the village centre shows the predominance of meadows, orchards and gardens many of 
which were built upon in the 20th century.  Villagers would have lived as close neighbours with farm animals 
such as cattle, pigs, sheep and horses which fed on these grasslands and the two village greens.  Better-
off farm labourers would have kept pigs in their back yard fed on vegetable scraps; however, it would be 
interesting to know whether any of them had the means or facilities to keep a cow. 

Like all animal farming, dairying placed great demands on the labour force.  The milking and processing 
of milk products meant that farm labourers, house servants and, in particular, farmers’ wives, were required 
to put in long hours.   
 

“Milking was normally carried out twice daily, in the early morning and late afternoon.  We are accustomed to 
the sight of cattle being driven to milking parlours, but in the 19th century the bucket was as often as not taken 
out to the cow in the field or in the cow yard in the winter.  The milkmaid sat on her milking stool, her head 
buried deep into the haunches of the cow, and with a gentle stroking motion on each quarter directed a 
stream of warm, frothing milk into her pail.” (A. Ingram: Shire Album 29 – Dairying Bygones, 1977) 

 

John Glyde, writing in 1894, described farm life during the early 19th century at Grundisburgh where 
‘Thistleton Hall’ could easily be one of Felsham’s many moated farmhouses. 
 

“Thistleton Hall was a fine old half-timbered house, with remains of a moat.  The rooms were large, with old 
carved work in most of them, and a flue mantel-piece in one.  Although then a farmhouse, it had doubtless 
formerly been a mansion.  Much of this interior has, I am told, been completely modernised, and the spacious 
and hospitable kitchen has disappeared.  A large portion of the land was pasture, and ten cows were kept.  
There were cook, dairymaid, and housemaid, as well as a “back-‘us boy”, but the missus made the butter and 
the daughter helped in the cooking.  Mrs Symonds took a pride in her dairy, and every pail, keeler, and churn 
was kept scrupulously clean.  For this purpose a good supply of hot water was required, which the back-
house boy had to provide.  On Sunday the dairy utensils were let off with simple rinsing.  The week-day 
scouring with wood ashes was done with a wisp of plaited straw, and ended with a thorough scalding.  On 
many farms the produce of milk was large, and notwithstanding all the talk today about “separators” and 
“butter workers”, the old-fashioned method of making butter was good, and the farmers’ wives managed to 
produce it with any kind of churn.  On some farms they had no water except that obtained from the pond, the 
dairy was often inconveniently small, and in summer butter was made under great difficulties.  Whoever 
milked the cows had, in many cases, to cross a dirty farmyard, with rotten straw reaching to the ankles, to get 
to the “nettus”. [The building where cows are milked, as in “neat-house” perhaps]. Then they rose early, went 
to work with their servants, and did everything they could to bring grist to the mill, as if a comfortable living 
depended on their exertions.  Well-to-do farmers’ wives did not in the least mind going on their knees to scrub 
or polish a floor.” (The autobiography of a Suffolk Farm Labourer: 1816 – 1876) 

 

In the 1840s and 1850s many boys worked with cows.  In Felsham the Census of 1851 listed eight ‘cow 
boys’ living within the village’s 33 labouring households and ranging in age from 9 to 14 years.  The ‘cow 
boy’ also acted as general ‘dog’s body’ in the farmhouse’s back kitchen but there were many advantages 
as Glyde describes: 
 

Land use in Felsham, 1838 showing pasture, etc Felsham village centre, 1838 showing grassland 



I began as “back’us boy”, at wages a trifle higher than those I received for scaring birds, and they increased 
every year for three years.  I was a fine boy of my age, and I had numerous and varied occupations.  In the 
morning my time was mainly devoted to the cleaning of dairy utensils, pumping water for the copper, and 
getting it to boil, by the time the morning’s milking was done.  The fire was fed with wood, and half a faggot 
would often be thrust into the “copper-hole”.  I had to fetch up and drive out the cows, feed the poultry and the 
pigs, run errands, and make myself generally useful.  One of the advantages over the crow-boy which I 
gained by my promotion was the breakfast of hot milk after I had done some work.  I carried my bread, and 
was allowed to cut it up into a basin, and on this, boiled skim milk was poured without stint.  A breakfast of hot 
bread and milk on a cold morning was something different from dry bread by the hedge side. 
 

Readers interested in butter and cheese making in Suffolk would do well to explore the many books 
written by George Ewart Evans, especially, “Ask the fellows who cut the hay” and “The farm and the 
village’. 

   Sometime during the 1820s, the Felsham estate centred on 
Mausoleum House, which was sometimes known as New House (it 
was built in 1795), was bought by the London based dairyman, James 
Cook.  At the time he had a successful cattle dealing and dairy 
business in the Chelsea area.  We don’t know why he bought property 
in Felsham but he may have been attracted by the possibility of rental 
income from the cottages associated with the estate and by the 
auctioneer’s description of the farm: “a substantial brick-built Dwelling-
house, an excellent barn with plank floor, good stable, granary, cow-
house, cattle sheds, and waggon lodge; yards, well-planted garden 
and orchard, with divers inclosures of exceeding good Arable, Pasture, 
and Meadow Land…”  The 1838 map [left] shows the arrangement of 
farm buildings to the south-west of Upper Green and Mausoleum 
House. 
   Whilst James Cook established himself in Felsham he maintained his 
London interests, frequently giving his address as “Hyde Park Corner 

Lodge” as well as “New House”, Felsham”.  Notices in the Morning Post newspaper from 1819 onward 
indicate that he was dealing in cows and heifers from the Channel Islands.  In May 1825, when James 
Cook would have been about 50 years old, the newspaper contained this advertisement. 
   The tone of the advert suggests that James 
Cook was keen to attract customers among the 
nobility and gentry that lived in this “high-class” 
part of London.  The cows were probably herded 
on a regular basis from his Chelsea dairy into 
Hyde Park where pasturage was let out to 
dairymen and others by the Royal Parks 
Authority. 
   James Cook’s emphasis that his cows are fed 
on “sweet park herbage” highlights the fact that 
the practice of feeding cattle on grain rather than 
grass was as controversial then as it is today.  
This was a time when London contained many 
urban cow-houses in the heart of residential 
areas like Chelsea with yards where the animals 
spent their days feeding on very mixed fodder, at worst left-over vegetables and at best hay and eventually 
concentrate food, which came in the form of large flat slabs of cotton or linseed cake.  A commentator 
writing in the 1830s describes the hellish conditions some urban cows suffered: 

 

“The confined places (frequently dark cellars) in which cows are lodged, and the state of filth from want of litter 
and drainage, and of closeness from want of ventilation… are disgusting in idea: and, in reality, must be highly 
injurious to the health of those who use the milk….” (J. C Loudon: The Suburban Gardener) 

HYDE PARK CORNER LODGE – JUST ARRIVED.  
J. COOK’S second Spring drove of ALDERNEY 
COWS, direct from the Island.  From this excellent 
assortment may be selected stock of the most 
useful and beautiful description.  Families as 
usual are supplied with the richest Alderney Milk 
and Cream from his numerous Dairy of Alderney 
Cows, constantly grazing on the sweet Park 
Herbage and fed on the best hay.  His long 
experience in the business contemns the 
unhealthy mode of feeding Milch Cows on grains 
and wash, so universally adopted by Milk Vendors 
in general. 

 



It is clear from his advertisement that James Cook was keen to maintain high standards in his dairying 
business so as to attract wealthier customers prepared to pay well for good quality fresh milk and cream.  
In time, the running of the London Dairy was taken 
over by two of his six sons. 
    It would be interesting to know more about James 
Cook’s dual business concerns – the one urban and 
the other rural.  But whatever the connection 
between the two, it appears that James Cook was 
spending more time in London by September 1839 
when his daughter Eliza married Edmund Kinsey, 
the son of William Kinsey, the local farmer and 
publican at the Six Bells Inn.  Edmund and Eliza 
moved into the Mausoleum farmhouse, and by early 
1841 had an 8 month old baby.  Edmund Kinsey, in 
White’s Directory of 1844, was described as a “farm 
steward”, so we can surmise that he managed the 
James Cook estates in Felsham at this time 
alongside his father. 
   When James Cook died in 1851, the sons that 
inherited the Felsham property put the farm and its 
contents up for sale.  The auctioneers’ notice 
mentions the usual “dairy utensils” but also lists the 
animals for sale including “4 well-bred short-horn 
heifers, coming 2 years old, 1 remarkably fine 2-
year old short-horn Bull, [and] 16 short-horn Calves, 
of excellent quality.”  Clearly, the cattle-rearing side 
of the farm was still thriving at this date.  The list of 
contents also suggests that James Cook had been 
comfortably off, if not wealthy, despite the fact that 
his wife had died in 1828 leaving him to provide for his nine surviving children. 
   Cows and dairying continued in Felsham and Gedding if only on a relatively reduced scale well into the 
early 20th century.  Harry Copping, the farmer at Quakers Farm, was referred to a “cow-keeper” right up to 
the 1920s, suggesting that he had a dairy herd on this small farm on the Cockfield road.  

   Gedding became famous for its herd of red-
poll cattle founded in 1922 by Captain George 
Walmsley.  As was the tradition then on some 
farms the cows and pigs were kept together. In 
1982, his widow, Mrs Lucy Walmsley , was still 
actively involved in the running of the herd of 65 
cows on the 450 acre farm and was reported in 
the East Anglian Daily Times as hosting a 
national open day of the Red Poll Cattle Society.  
The newspaper reported that the “cows are 
geared to the production of cheap milk from 
foodstuffs produced on the farm. In winter the 
cows are yarded and fed on hay and barley 
straw, with sugar beet pulp, barley, oats and 
beans…. The bull calves are kept and fattened 
until they are about one year old when they are 
sold as steers in Bury St. Edmunds market.” 
   Sadly, the red-polls in Gedding are no more 
having been sold off, I think, during the early 
1990s.  Today, the only animals to be seen in 
Felsham and Gedding are the horses of Grange 

Farm Stud, and the bullocks [see photo], goats, pigs and sheep of the Apple Tree small holding run by Jo 
and Mark Tavernor.  
 
(Many thanks to Jenny Turner and Wendy Thompson for sharing their research on James Cook and his family) 
 

Christopher Bornett (May 2014) 

 


