
Shopping in Felsham before 1900 
 
Before the arrival of shops in Felsham, retailing 
was largely carried out by itinerant tradesmen 
who drove carts or rode ponies or simply walked 
from market to market.  Felsham’s Friday 
market had been in existence from at least 1268 
and traders probably included the village on a 
circuit that covered Kersey on a Monday, 
Lavenham on a Tuesday, Bildeston on a 
Wednesday and Brent Eleigh on a Thursday.  
After Felsham the traders would have gone on 
the finish the working week at one of the 
Saturday markets held at Bury St Edmunds, 
Haughley or Ringshall.  Felsham was largely 
self-sufficient during the medieval period – it 
even had its own clothmaker - but visiting 
traders sold items that could not be easily 
produced within the village.  Furthermore, the 
market would have allowed local people from 
Felsham and the surrounding villages to sell 
their surplus crops such as peas or beans. 
 

 
The Felsham weekly market was probably out of 
use by the end of the 16th century.  This was the 
time when travelling became easier and 
wealthier villagers were prepared to travel by 
horse and cart to the new shops in Woolpit, 
Stowmarket, Lavenham and Bury St Edmunds.   
However, the convenience of a shop in your 
own village could not be denied and it was 
during the late 17th and early 18th century that 
some enterprising villager must have opened a 
shop in Felsham.  This may have been a farmer 
extending his butchery trade or a craftsman 
such as a shoemaker, a basketmaker, a 
carpenter or a broom-maker, who wanted to sell 
his or her products more easily. 
 
It was not long before these early shops began 
dealing in cloth, ironmongery and groceries such 
as figs, prunes, anchovies and candied peel, as 
well as tobacco, drugs and medicines.  The 

shopkeeper may have been one of the original 
market traders who opened part of his house or 
an outbuilding where callers could come to buy 
when the tradesman was not away at a town 
market or attending to other business.  These 
customers would have been among the 
wealthier denizens of Felsham.  It is unlikely the 
poor farm labourer families could afford the 
luxuries on sale in the village shop – they would 
have relied on a system of bartering and the 
services of hawkers and pedlars. 
 
By 1800, a village shop had been in existence in 
Felsham for nearly a century.  By this date it 
would have extended the range of goods on 
sale to include items sold traditionally by the 
pedlars such as pins, candles, soap and salt – 
items that were essential for the Felsham’s less 
well off.  In 1809, the shop was owned by a Mr 
Alexander Shaw and was described in a 
newspaper as: 
 
 “… an old established well-known Shop, with 
good warehouse-room, where an extensive 
concern in the Grocery, Drapery, Ironmongery, 
Liquor, Wool, and Hop trades, have been 
carried on for many years past, and is still 
increasing….” 

 
A year later Mr Shaw’s house and shop was put 
up for sale.  That he also operated as a beer-
house is confirmed by the list of beer-making 
items mentioned in the notice of sale: 
 
“… wort tubs, sound and sweet iron and wood-
bound beer casks, excellent boilers, saucepans 
and kettles…” 
 
Mr Shaw also possessed  
 
“… a useful grey gelding, strong quarter-cart, a 
large beam and scales, set of harness, 4 skeps 
of bees, and a variety of other articles.” 
 

 
The mention of bee hives suggests that the 
shopkeeper sold his own honey. 
 



The shop was bought by a Mr David Day and in 
1810 he is advertising in the Bury & Norwich 
Post: 
 

 
 
His wife and daughters would have helped in the 
shop but it would have been Mr Day’s 
responsibility to buy in stocks, keep the books, 
conduct any wholesale business and attend the 
local markets. 
 
By 1820 the house and shop had changed 
hands yet again and was in the “occupation of 
Mr. King, on lease for a short term” and was up 
for sale.  It is described as: 
 
“The well-known old established Premises 
called Felsham Shop, comprising a capital 
Dwelling-house, containing a keeping room, 
parlour, several excellent bed-chambers, with 
closets and attics, back kitchen, scullery, pantry, 
and cellar; a large commodious shop with ample 
warehouse rooms and store chambers, stable, 
and other outbuildings; enclosed yards and 
capital garden, containing together near Half an 
Acre…” 
 
Despite the auctioneer’s assertion that the shop 
“is now in good trade,” the shop was up for sale 
again in 1823.  The newspaper notice 
advertising the two-day auction is particularly 
noteworthy because of its extensive and 
detailed list of the house and shop’s contents: 
 
“All the valuable Stock in Trade of Grocery, 
Drapery, Chemistry, Earthenware, Furniture, 
Fixtures and other Effects of Mr KING; 
comprising printed cottons and cambrics, twist 
shirtings, Haverhill drabbitts, pocket and neck 
handkerchiefs, barrogur and other fustians, 
men’s, women’s, and children’s cotton and 
worsted hose, flannels, baizes, white and 
coloured jeans, plain and twilled calicos, plain 
and figured ribbons, brown and bleached 
sheetings, haberdashery, men’s and youths’ 
plated, fine, and common hats,  a large 
assortment of hair brooms and brushes, 
cannister and other gunpowder, patent shot, 

brown and marl paper, pound and tale nails, 
women’s and children’s pattens, linseed, lamp, 
and neats foot oils, a quantity of drugs, an 
assortment of tin and earthenware, capital large 
beam and scales, copper ditto and sundry 
weights, 3 large deal counters with drawers, 
large and small tea canisters, recesses,  
shelving and other shop fixtures, bedsteads, 
beds and bedding, chests of drawers, wash 
hand stands, capital coal range, Bath stoves, 
beer casks, famous grey Poney, prime young 
Suffolk milch Cow, luggage cart and harness, 
and numerous other valuable effects…” 
 
To extract just one item from this extraordinarily 
enlightening list – TEA.  Grocers had for many 
years specialised 
in producing their 
own blends of 
tea. But then in 
1826 Hornimans 
started selling tea 
in packets at first 
via pedlars 
because grocers 
were reluctant to 
stock a product that competed directly with their 
own blend. 
 

 
Pedlar selling his wares 

 
It would be interesting to know precisely where 
Mr King’s house and shop was situated in 
Felsham.  My guess, based on the evidence of 
the extensive beer-making equipment to be 
found on the site that it was on the corner of 
Upper Green opposite Mausoleum Farm, a 
house which eventually became the tavern and 
liquor outlet called the Live and Let Live. 
 



By the 1820s, more and more people were 
coming into the shop for basic groceries and 
household goods.  Now tea, coffee, sugar, 
currants, tobacco and black leading, for 
example, were being bought by all members of 
the village, rich and poor.  Demand must have 
increased because by this time there were two 
shops in the village both on Upper Green. 
 

 
Felsham Upper Green (based on the Tithe Map 1838) 

 
The second shop was situated opposite the 
Blacksmith’s forge at the Bury Road end of 
Upper Green just south of Settletons Orchard. 
 
These shops were “open all hours”.  Times were 
regular and long – staying open until 7 or 8 
o’clock most days of the week.  On Saturdays, 
when well over half the week’s income came in, 
closing time could be as late as 11 o’clock.  The 
two shops were major employers in Felsham – 
they not only provided work for family members 
– sons and daughters, but each shop had 
assistants, apprentices and porters. 
 
In 1841, the long-established shop at the 
Cockfield Road end of the Green opposite the 
entrance to Mausoleum House was occupied by 
George Frost and his family.  He was described 
in the 1844 White’s Directory as a “grocer and 
draper”.  He employed a 15-year old apprentice. 
Meanwhile, the second shop opposite the 
Blacksmith’s was occupied by James Raffe and 
his family.  He was described in the Directory as 
a mere “shopman” which suggests that he was a 
manager.  He may have run the shop for a large 

grocery business based in the Market Place in 
Stowmarket and called Joseph Lankester & Co.  
However, by 1851, James Raffe was described 
as a “grocer and draper” in the Census of that 
year which suggests that his status had risen.  
He also employed an 18-year old apprentice 
who lived in with the grocer’s family and an 18-
year old porter who lived with his own family 
elsewhere on Upper Green. 
 
The fact that both shopkeepers employed 
apprentices is a reminder that the grocery trade 
was attracting young men keen to develop skills 
in the developing retail trade even in a relatively 
out of the way village like Felsham.  An incident 
in 1864 highlights the fact that the relationship 
between master and apprentice was not always 
smooth.  In that year one of the village 
shopkeepers was named Albert Chipperfield.  
He employed an apprentice called John Pells, 
who was the son of a wine merchant’s clerk in 
Stowmarket.  After a heated argument the 
shopkeeper had struck the apprentice who 
immediately set off to walk home to Stowmarket.  
The upshot of this incident was that both 
appeared before a judge and jury at Stowmarket 
Crown Court because the father and son 
brought an “action to recover damages for a 
breach of the covenant of indenture, by which 
the young plaintiff was bound apprentice for four 
years.”  This was basically a case of ‘unfair 
dismissal’ using modern parlance.  The 
newspaper reports of court proceedings at this 
time are fascinating because they included 
virtually verbatim transcripts of witnesses’ 
responses (see Ipswich Journal, 5 November 
1864).  After a lengthy hearing, the court’s 
judgement was in favour of the apprentice but 
with nominal damages – only £3 rather than the 
£40 demanded. 
 

 
 
During the second half of the 19th century 
Felsham’s village shops would have faced 
increasing competition from traders in Bury St 
Edmunds and Stowmarket.  Incomes and 
standards of living were slowly rising and people 
began to spend their money on the luxury items 
available in the market towns that the small 



village shopkeeper could not afford to keep in 
stock.  Roads also were much improved and 
local carrier services could carry people and 
goods easily into the nearby towns.  Mr Bogges 
[or Mr Boggis in some sources] was the 
Felsham carrier who visited Bury St Edmunds 
on a Wednesday and Saturday. 
 
In the 1860s Mr Bogges also acted as a 
“shopping agent” for villagers who did not want 
to make the uncomfortable journey into town.  
Villagers would hand over their shopping lists to 
be discharged by the carrier during the three or 
four hours stay in the town, and he would return 
laden with parcels and groceries, joints of meat, 
medicines, clothes, shoes, saucepans and 
kettles, all somehow fitted into the van between 
and around the passengers.  Cockfield even had 
an omnibus from the mid-1850s which ferried 
people to Bury in the morning and Sudbury in 
the evening.  This service was superseded by 
the railway when it arrived at Cockfield in 1865.  
Felsham people prepared to get to both 
Stowmarket and Cockfield could access an 
extensive transport network during the second 
half of the 19th century. 
 
Besides the two general stores, Felsham also 
had more specialist retailers.  There was a 
butcher and a baker on Lower Green.  In 1864, 
Jeremiah Bigsby was the baker, possibly at the 
house now called Appletree cottage.  In nearby 
Cockfield there were at least seven shops 
describing themselves as grocers.  Many 
shopkeepers carried on other trades.  For 
example in Cockfield again, there were 
shopkeepers who were also wheelwrights and 
harness makers and butchers who were also 
farmers. 

 
On 10 January 1840, the Penny Post was  introduced 
facilitating the safe, speedy and cheap conveyance of 

letters. 
 

The post office became an important adjunct to 
the village shop’s business as the 19th century 

progressed.  But less than half the village post 
offices in the 1850s were in the hands of grocers 
and shopkeepers.  In the early days, Royal Mail 
contracts were often given to farmers, 
blacksmiths and shoemakers. The first mention 
of a Post Office in Felsham was in 1855 when 
James Raffe was shopkeeper.  Mail was 
received from Woolpit at 9.30 a.m. and 
dispatched at 5 p.m. 
 
By 1868, the main shopkeeper and sub-
postmaster was a certain Alfred Chipperfield 
who had the altercation with his apprentice 
mentioned earlier, while the other grocery 
businesses in the village were run by George 

Bogges and John 
Oxer.  From now on 
adverts for jobs often 
used Felsham PO as 
a “poste restante” 
address. 
 
During the 1870s the 
shopkeeper cum 
sub-postmaster was 
James Bauly with a 
Mrs Eliza Jackson 
appearing on the 
scene by the end of 
the decade and 

staying with the trade well into the 1880s.  By 
1885, John Oxer was described as the 
proprietor of a beerhouse only. 
 
At the end of the 19th century only one of the 
shops had gained a contract with the Post 
Office.  Robert Farrow is described as 
“shopkeeper” only in the 1892 Kelly’s Directory, 
whereas George Godbold gains the traditional 
appellation of “grocer and draper” with the 
addition of “sub postmaster”.  Felsham PO is 
now also described as a Money Order Office.   
Mr Godbold’s wife, Emma probably helped in 
the shop and also his 17-year old daughter, 
Alice.  In addition to members of his family he 
employed a Draper’s assistant and a grocer’s 
porter.  John Godbold remained as the main 
shopkeeper until around 1905 when Mr Ince 
took over… 
 
The story continues in the G&F magazine (see 
the Summer 2013 edition: “The Felsham Shop: 
1900 to 1940”).  CB 
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