
Felsham in 1851 
 
The 1851 census gives a detailed picture of Felsham one hundred and fifty years ago. 
It gives precise information about the village on 30th March 1851, including a list of 
all the villagers plus their ages, occupations and place of birth. There were 402 
inhabitants in 80 households: 206 males and 196 females, giving an average 
household size of 5. There were 3 uninhabited houses (2 on Rectory Green, now 
known as Lower Green and 1 on The Street or Church Road). 
  
An analysis of the place of birth of Felsham’s inhabitants’ leads to the conclusion that 
Felsham was an extremely stable place: one could say insular. Of the 402 inhabitants 
220 (55%) were born in Felsham and only 11 (2.7%) were born outside the county. 
The furthest point that anyone came from was Ireland (2 people) It was the Rector’s 
household which was, predictably, the one that was most cosmopolitan with 4 of its 8 
members being born outside Suffolk and none from within the parish. Further 
evidence to support the close knit nature of Felsham’s community is the number of 
people living in Felsham who were born in local villages: by far the largest number 
came from Gedding (29) with 15 from Rattlesden and 14 from Cockfield. It would be 
interesting to investigate whether there was a similar level of movement out of 
Felsham to its corresponding neighbours.  
 
It will come as no surprise that the key occupations listed in 1851 centred on 
agriculture. There were 16 farmers listed in the village and 73 men gave their 
occupation as agricultural labourer, plus 8 ‘cow boys.’ This means that 50% of the 
village worked directly on the land, with many more being supported by these wages. 
The farmers also state how many acres they farmed (which totalled 1461 acres) and 
how many men and boys they employed (75 men and boys). The discrepancy can be 
explained by some people working outside the parish boundary in which they resided. 
 
However, the statement that agriculture was the key occupation is far too generalised. 
For example, the farms varied considerably in size. The smallest was Jeremiah 
Bixby’s in The Street, which from the enumerator’s schedule must have been near the 
Six Bells,  consisting of 12 acres which he worked with his widower father of 86; 
whereas Grange Farm was the largest at 218 acres with 13 men and boys. A note of 
caution regarding the number of people involved in agriculture must be given. In 
many of the farms children were described as 'farmer’s son / farmer’s daughter’: the 
inference being that they were also employed on the land. It also helps explain the 
discrepancy that exists between similar sizes of farm and their different levels of 
employment (such as William Gosling who farmed 53 acres with 5 workers whereas 
James Steward worked his farm of 52 acres with one lad). A further factor to take 
note of is the seasonal nature of agricultural employment. As the 1851 census was 
held in March, a quieter time in the agricultural calendar than harvest, it would imply 
that these numbers are at one of their lower points.  
 
 
Analysis of other occupations indicates the self sufficiency of Felsham in 1851. There 
were 2 shop keepers ( including a draper), 4 shoemakers, 5 carpenters, 4 
needlewomen, 1 dressmaker, 1 thatcher, 1 wheelwright, 3 smiths and 1 innkeeper as 
the Six Bells, then as now, was providing hospitality. An intriguing note is that there 
were 2 police officers (George Grimsey and John Kerridge). However, it would be 



wrong to infer that the Felsham of 1851 was a lawless place as there is no indication 
that they were both based in the village.  
 
The number of errand boys was high; 13 in total with John Pizzey at 7 being the 
youngest. However, we must question whether he was employed full time or whether 
he attended school part time as well; this was a possibility before the introduction of 
compulsory elementary education in 1876. Many children are listed as having an 
occupation and this could be an indication of the hard times facing the villagers. 
There were 19 servants and 5 housekeepers, which at 5.9% of the village population is 
parallel to the national figure of 5.8%. There are a number of paupers listed: 10 in 
total who fall into 2 distinct groups. The first is a group of elderly widowed women, 
usually living with their immediate family; the second was a group which listed 
themselves as both paupers and agricultural labourers. These were men in their 60s 
and 70s who were presumably still working but possibly on a seasonal or part-time 
basis. 1850 is seen as the start of the period of ‘high farming’ when agriculture began 
to prosper after the depression of the 1830s. This period lasted until the 1880s when 
foreign competition led to another depression. The snapshot of a single census does 
not permit an analysis of how Felsham fared throughout this period but a comparative 
study would. 
 
The village had one school master, James Frost, and 2 schoolmistresses, Eliza Frost 
and Charlotte Boggis. 34 children are listed as scholars with one listed as a scholar 
and grocer aged 13 (his father ran one of the 2 shops). The scholars fall mostly within 
the age group of 4 – 11, with five up to the age of 13, but only one over this age. 
However, not all children between 6 and 11 are listed as scholars. There are 26 
children within this age range who are neither listed as scholars nor who are seen as 
having an occupation. This could be an inaccuracy within data of the census. 
However, it is tempting to challenge this interpretation as there are children from the 
same family where some are listed as scholars and others left blank. 8 children, all 
boys, between the ages of 7 and 11 are denoted as having an occupation. Once over 
12 it was certainly common for children in the village to be working.  Another 
explanation for the relatively small number of scholars could be that the cost of 
education was beyond the reach of some families. It is important to remember that it 
was not until 1876 that education was made compulsory and free in 1891. Felsham 
had a large number of young children, 62 children were aged 5 and under. Yet another 
limitation of the census is that we cannot identify how many of these children 
survived to adulthood.  
 
A census is more than numbers. A closer look at a few families may help to bring the 
village of 1851 alive and highlight the contrast that existed amongst its inhabitants. 
Thomas Anderson was the Rector. He was aged 55 and born in Essex and with a wife, 
Lydia, who hailed from London. They had 2 unmarried adult children living at home 
in 1851. Mary, his daughter, was born in Hertfordshire and his son, John Thomas, in 
Bedfordshire. This implies that the Reverend Anderson had worked in other parishes: 
a stark contrast to the stability of many families in Felsham, where all members had 
been born in the village. The Rector also had 4 servants (1 male and 3 female) who 
lived in. None of the servants came from the parish although all were from Suffolk. 
Was this a deliberate distancing of the family from the parish they served or was it 
coincidence? 
  



 
Contrast the comfortably off (neither of the children were listed with an occupation) 
and relatively cosmopolitan Anderson family with the Brewers who lived on The 
Street, now Church Road. Henry was a master carpenter. He and his wife had 9 
children at home in 1851 ranging in age from 25 – 3. Four of the children were 
working, 3 were at school and the youngest were at home. The house must have been 
crowded and such a large family must have created a great deal of hard work. 
However we can infer that with 5 wage earners they may have had a reasonable 
standard of living. This inference is supported by the fact 3 of the children were at 
school and that so many of the children had survived. 
 
Some homes on The Street must have been very poor. Richard Kidby, a widower of 
78, listed his occupation as ‘pauper and agricultural labourer’. He lived with William 
Cocksedge, his lodger, who, at the age of 71, was also working as an agricultural 
labourer. Next door, Sarah Orbell, a pauper of 93, and in 1851 the oldest inhabitant, 
lived with Mary Bosbreck, 66, and also a pauper. In 1851 they had a visitor spending 
the night with them: Sarah Hart was a needlewoman of 60 and also a widow. Did 
these homes make up the the alms houses (now the Post Office and cottages)? One of 
the frustrations of the census is that it is not always possible to tell exactly which 
houses were referred to. 
 
This brief study has raised more questions than answers about Felsham’s history. 
Although some of the farm names are familiar and still in use others have 
disappeared. Can anyone explain where Rand’s Farm, or Slough Farm or Steward’s 
Farm were? Certainly, Felsham could be described as an agricultural community. 
There is a marked absence of any indication that by 1851 Queen Victoria had labelled 
Britain as the ‘Workshop of the World’. The occupations of Felsham’s inhabitants 
show a distinct continuity with its agricultural heritage rather than an engagement 
with industrial change which was taking place elsewhere. 
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