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The Felsham Fair 
 
For many hundreds of years during mid-August the lanes leading to Felsham were filled with the cries of 
shepherds, the barking of dogs and the bleating of lambs.  This was the time of the Felsham Lamb Fair that was 
held every year on land belonging to the Manor of Maidenhall just to the west of the village centre and on the way 
to Cockfield.  The flocks of mature lambs, about six months in age, would have travelled from the lighter sandy 
lands that are to be found far to the north and east of Felsham on the Brecklands and the Sandlings.  Many of the 
flocks would have been shepherded along the old Roman roads from Ixworth and the heaths of Norfolk while 
others would have been guided along the Rattlesden Valley from Stowmarket.  Some of the lambs may have been 
bought from flock-masters trading at Earl Soham, about twenty miles away to the east beyond Stowmarket.  Earl 
Soham hosted a Lamb Fair during late July, about three weeks before Felsham’s own. 
 
Felsham had been granted the right to hold an annual Fair in 1268 during the reign of Henry III and it was arranged 
to coincide with the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary.  In the same royal charter Felsham was given 
permission to hold a weekly Friday market. Prior to this date the nearest trading place would have been Bury St 
Edmunds where a market and fair had been held since about 1120.  The monks at the Abbey had special rights 
within the Liberty of St Edmund which covered most of west Suffolk and controlled trade within its area with great 
rigour.  It is possible, of course, that the granting of a market license to Felsham merely ‘legalized’ an existing 
informal market that may have operated for many years previous to 1268. 
 
The granting of the right to hold a market meant that the Lord of the Manor was able to substantially increase his 
income by making profits from the proceeds of trade by charging tolls on transacted goods and by collecting rent 
for stalls and shops occupied for the duration of the market.  In return he was expected to enforce the rules that 
governed trading activity in medieval markets.   
 
The right to hold a Fair and Market in Felsham was a considerable achievement when it is considered how 
jealously the monks of St Edmund guarded their rights.  Clearly, the monks thought a market and fair at Felsham 
provided little competition as Felsham was sufficiently far from Bury (over eight miles) for them to feel safe that it 
did not impinge on their control of local trade.  In any case, the monks had a stake in both the Felsham Market and 
Fair as they received a share of the rents and tolls collected by the Lord of the Manor of Maidenhall.  Moreover, the 
Bury Market was held on Wednesdays and Saturdays whereas Felsham’s market took place on Fridays.   
 

 
Map of Felsham showing the main houses and farms in the early 19th century 
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The type of business conducted during the annual Felsham fair would have been quite different from that at the 
weekly Friday market.  The market would have handled the small volume, high turnover trade in basic foodstuffs 
such as bread and ale, whereas the traders at the fair would have dealt in bulk purchases or more specialist trades, 
such as livestock, cloth and luxuries.  As we have seen Felsham, over time, began to specialise in sheep and 
lambs. 
 
Although the main reason for holding a fair at Felsham was to allow for the purchase and exchange of goods, its 
association with a religious feast day meant that it was always accompanied by an element of merry-making.  Stall-
holders would be determined to attract a crowd and any entertainment that drew in customers would be very 
welcome.  The medieval fair at Felsham would certainly have featured singers, musicians, acrobats, stilt walkers 
and fools.  There would also have been archery tournaments and other feats of skill and strength.   
 
It is unclear when the sale of lambs became a predominant feature of the Felsham Fair.  It was probably at the 
beginning of the 16th century when livestock began to be moved considerable distances along Suffolk’s drover 
lanes and green roads.  The fact that the Felsham Fair day – 17th August - coincided with the time when lambs 
matured and needed to be sold would have been a crucial element in its transformation into Lamb Fair. 
 
On the days leading up to the sale of the lambs on the 17th August, the Felsham beer-houses and inns would have 
been overflowing with shepherds, sheep-buyers and villagers enjoying a well-earned holiday.  The corn harvest 
was yet to be gathered in and the labourers could look forward to some respite before the onset of the busiest time 
in the agricultural year.  On the two village greens and the wide grassy verges around Maidenhall manor the local 
people would gather to buy from the pedlars and to listen or dance to the hurdy-gurdy, bagpipes, and drums that 
were a regular feature at the Fair. 
 

 
Luttrell Psalter 1320–1340, British Library 

 
At Maidenhall Manor, the Lord’s retainers would have set up stalls and hurdle enclosures to facilitate the easy sale 
of the lambs.  Many of the lambs would stay in the area to be fattened up on the local pastures before the onset of 
winter; others would be sold to buyers from further west.  In the 18th and 19th century many of the lambs would 
have been fed on turnips in fields which would have been sufficiently manured to provide a fertile base for the 
growing of barley the following year. 
 
The origins of field names often go back to medieval times and are suggestive of land use.  The Tithe Map of 1838 
records the names of the fields to the east of Maiden Hall Farm - Fair Close [pasture], Barn Field [arable] and 
Booth Field [arable] – all are suggestive of Fair time activities. 
 
Fair Close suggests that this pasture land was where the lambs were enclosed and guarded.  Barn Field could 
have been the site of a permanent barn situated near the Hall itself, or perhaps contained temporary shelters made 
of tree boughs and foliage beneath which the sheep buyers and local farmers could carry out their business.  At the 
end of the day, these shelters may have provided venues for dancing and singing.  Booth Field suggests 
something similar – small temporary structures for the sale or display of goods for the duration of the Fair. 
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Map showing where the Lamb Fair was situated near Maiden Hall Farm on the road to Cockfield 

(Felsham Tithe Map, 1838 reproduced by kind permission of Felsham PCC) 
 
Any minor disputes that arose during the Fair – arguments about tolls, disputes over fair trading, and general 
misbehaviour were dealt with summarily by the local Court of Piepowders.  (This strange name seems to have 
referred to the dusty feet [in French, pieds poudrés] of travellers and vagabonds – many of whom were dealt with 
by the court overseen by the Lord’s steward.  Punishments of offenders typically included fines and the possibility 
of being held in a pillory or suffering other humiliating experiences such as being drawn along on a trestle behind a 
cart horse.  By the 18th and 19th century most misdemeanours would have been dealt with by the Court of Petty 
Sessions in Bury St Edmunds. 
 
A serious dispute was recorded in 1695 when a disagreement about the payment of tolls at Felsham Fair was 
referred to the Duchy of Lancaster Court.  Some tenants of the Duchy, residing at Clare in south Suffolk and at 
Thaxted in north Essex, claimed that they were exempt from all tolls.  The Lord of the Manor, a Mr Risby, insisted 
on payment and eventually won the case.  The court proceedings mention that two fairs were held annually in or 
near the town of Felsham “where they used buying and selling of sheep, lambs, and other cattle, goods, wares, 
and merchandize.” Where was this second fair?  It may have been held in the adjoining parish of Gedding.  
Certainly, villages around Felsham would have taken advantage of the crowds at Felsham Fair to extend their own 
trading activities.  A local newspaper at the beginning of the 19th century advertised an auction of “horses, steers, 
heifers, sheep and hogs to be held at the Fox & Hounds in Gedding on Monday, August 17, 1801, being Felsham 
Fair-day.”  However, it is more probable that the second fair referred to in the court case of 1695 was an allusion to 
the annual Horse Fair held in the large village of Woolpit situated a few miles to the north-east of Felsham on the 
main road from Stowmarket to Bury St Edmunds. 
 
There was another dispute in 1756 when “the steward of the manor of Felsham was compelled to address stern 
remarks to a certain class of people who sought to profit by the fair without contributing to its revenues.  In fact, “for 
many years past”, lambs intended for the fair never reached there, being purchased by astute dealers on the way, 
thus evading the toll of the “Lessee of the said Fair” demanded.  Other cases of a similar nature were also 
common, for many of the Felsham inhabitants themselves permitted animals “to be sold in their own Grounds on 
the Fair Days”, thus again depriving the lessee of his just dues.” (Yeoman EADT Pocket histories FELSHAM 1831) 
 
Felsham’s market was a relatively humble affair and probably did not survive beyond the medieval period but the 
fair seems to have gone from strength to strength.  The heyday of the Felsham Lamb Fair was probably during the 
early 18th century.  But even in the early 19th century the newspapers were still reporting relatively good trading 
results.  Thus, in 1824: 
 
“At Felsham Fair on Monday se’nnight, there was a large shew of Lambs, which had a brisk sale at higher prices 
than last year, supposed about 2s. a head.” 
 
As time went on, however, the livestock trading function of the Felsham Lamb Fair like many others in the county 
became less important.  Lamb sales at annual fairs were being replaced by regular auctions in the Suffolk market 
towns. 
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There is a rather sad report in the Bury & Norwich Post on August 22nd 1827: 
 
“At Felsham Lamb Fair, on Thursday, there were but few lambs; one parcel sold for 7s. 6d. each, and another lot 
fetched 10s. 6d. There were some Scots Beasts, but none were sold.” 
 
Clearly the Felsham Lamb Fair was in terminal decline. It is possible that the lamb trade at Felsham Fair ceased 
completely in 1830 when the owner of Maiden Hall Farm, Mr Samuel Farnley, retired and sold up. The Fair 
continued but was moved away from the Maidenhall fields and took up residence on Upper Green and on the 
verges in front of the Churchyard and opposite the Six Bells Inn. 
 
The character of the Fair changed irreversibly.  No doubt, some animals were sold but the bulk of the trade was in 
wooden articles, earthenware pots, iron goods and the sale of clothing and textiles. These would have been items 
that needed to be purchased only once a year rather than weekly at the local market or shop.  The Fair was now 
often referred to as a “peddling fair” which suggests that much of the trade was in small household items which the 
local shops declined to stock or which could be sold at a much cheaper rate.  
 

 
A theatrical production at a Fair during the 18th century 

 
The festive element of the Fair had always been present but as the 19th century advanced the event became more 
and more devoted to entertainment and leisure. The Felsham Fair now became famous for its sparring booths, 
dancing booths, peep shows, swinging boats, roundabouts, and its many ginger-bread stalls. Toy stalls also did a 
thriving trade.  Each year, the amusements and pleasures at Felsham attracted farmers and farm labourers from 
miles around.  People from Hessett, Rattlesden and Thorpe thought nothing of walking to and from Felsham on 
Fair-day.  It was a great opportunity to renew old acquaintances and to make new ones.  Many young couples 
became engaged at the Felsham Fair.   
 
There were numerous side-shows which drew curious customers by advertising their presence with loud drumming 
and large posters illustrating what could be seen inside.  These included “a wonderful ‘giant’, nearly eight feet in 
height, dressed in Newmarket fashion, ‘white smalls’ and ‘jockey boots’, balancing a ‘dwarf lady’ in the palm of his 
hand.”  There were other curiosities: a young crocodile, monkeys, snakes, fire-eaters, knife-swallowers.  Clowns 
performed and theatrical productions invariably featured a beautiful princess and a murderous villain. The most 
popular melodrama was Maria Marten and the Murder at the Red Barn. 
 
The biggest attraction at the Felsham Fair was William Darby’s Dancing Booth.  William Darby was a Miller and 
Baker from Walsham le Willows whose major sideline was to tour the fairs of Suffolk with his portable dancing floor 
and his gingerbread stall.  He was frequently in trouble with the police for allowing the sale of alcohol after hours.  
In 1827 he advertised in the Bury & Norwich Post: 
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WILLIAM DARBY 
Of WALSHAM 
 
Begs Leave to inform his Friends at Woolpit, and its Vicinity, that his COMMERCIAL DINING and DANCING 
BOOTH will be at the above place, for the accommodation of the Public, during the FAIR.  Comic Singing will be 
introduced between the Dances. 
Good Wines, Spirits, &c. – None but persons of respectability will be admitted. 
 
 
Crime at the Felsham Fair was always a problem.  Petty thieving and pick-pocketing was rife as the local 
newspapers frequently reported.  However, these petty crimes were over-shadowed by an event at the fair in 1839 
which attracted such notoriety that it was reported in the national press.   
 
“At Felsham fair, on Monday, a poor showman, named Buck, was hurried from this scene of folly into eternity by the 
silly practice of shooting at persons in fun or “lark”, as these people term it.  A person belonging to the fair, named 
Race, leaded a gun with powder and paper only, and thinking he was performing a good joke, fired it off at the poor 
man, when the wadding, passing into his body, killed him on the spot.  In the course of the same day an inquest 
was held upon the body, when it was proved that the paper wadding of the gun had entered the deceased’s breast 
and wounded the left auricle of the heart.  Race was brought before the jury, but refused to say anything, and a 
verdict of “Manslaughter” was returned against him.” 
 
At the Suffolk Lent Assizes in April 1840, Martin Race was found guilty of manslaughter with a recommendation to 
mercy, and was sentenced to one months imprisonment.  He had already spent six months in prison on remand. 
 
The Fair certainly attracted an unsavoury and uncouth element and many Felsham residents regarded it with 
disfavour.  The Rector of Felsham, the Reverend Thomas Anderson, was a well-known local magistrate and it is 
unlikely that he regarded the local fair and its association with the local criminal fraternity with anything but distaste.  
The well-to-do began to look on pleasure fairs as places of great depravity and dissipation and actively worked for 
their suppression.  The Rev Anderson is on record as supporting a petition against the Bury Fair which was 
regarded by the local middle classes as “useless, unnecessary and a danger to the public”.  The Bury Fair was 
abolished in 1871 by Act of Parliament. 
 
Similar sentiments no doubt were expressed concerning the “pleasures” of the Felsham Fair and it soon followed 
the Bury Fair into oblivion. 
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