
Using Glebe Terriers to Shed Light on Felsham’s Past 
 
The Glebe Terriers for Felsham make interesting reading. These documents reveal the 
size and the building materials used for the original rectory, nowadays known as ‘The 
Old Rectory’. They shed light on the leading inhabitants of Felsham as well as place and 
field names and provide a tantalising insight into the relief of the poor in the 18th and 
19th centuries. Information on the Charity lands, on changes in land ownership and a 
19th century dispute between the rector and his parishioners are all revealed.  
 
Bury Records Office holds Terriers for Felsham from 1627 to 1820 with very regular 
coverage from 1716 onwards as there are terriers produced usually at 5 – 6 year 
intervals. The earliest terrier was made in 1627 and is one of the briefest documents. It 
identifies a house and three individual parcels of land, totalling 6 acres as being the 
glebe, and was signed by Leonard Thackeray, Minister, and by the two churchwardens; 
one of whose signatures is illegible but the second indicates that David Stearne was 
holding the post. However, by 1630 there is a much more detailed version. This could be 
because the Rector and churchwardens were more assiduous in their approach to the 
records or it could reflect national pressures. By 1630 Charles I was ruling without 
Parliament and was very keen to exploit as many sources of income as possible. As King 
he could claim the annates or first fruits of a benefice and 1/10 for each succeeding year 
and so had a vested interest in ensuring that all records were as complete as possible. 
 
The 1630 Terrier lists the buildings as ‘a parsonage house’, a backhouse and two barns, 
with a yard, an orchard, which totalled about 3 acres, and three individual plots of glebe 
land in total of six and a half acres (one plot is noted as being in Gedding).  The 
backhouse is typical of Suffolk and is sometimes known as a bakehouse or brewhouse 
and was often detached from the main house, and some had an upper floor.  (There is a 
very interesting article on The Suffolk Backhouse at 
http://aitkenshistoricbuildings.com/publications.htm#  - which gives local examples). George 
Ewart Evans in his important book on Suffolk rural life, Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay, 
also describes the life of the ‘baccus boy’. 
 
If we track the comments regarding the ‘parsonage house’ we can see how the timber 
framed house developed into the Georgian building we know today. In 1723 it is 
described as a ‘mansion house’. In 1725 the Rectory is given another alterative name of 
‘Head House’ with one back house, one barn, one hayhouse, one orchard and two 
gardens. A Robert Groom is listed as occupying the backhouse; but it is not clear 
whether he is using it as a dairy and storehouse or if he is living there. By 1806 it is 
described as ‘built with timber and covered tiles and lead’, and as having ‘one barn, one 
stable built with timber and covered with thatch’. It also has a yard and garden and two 
pieces of pasture of ‘more or less three acres’. By 1820 it is possible to fix the footprint 
of the house at 2,227 feet, with the barn of 1,165 feet.  
 
 

http://aitkenshistoricbuildings.com/publications.htm


By 1820 the Rectory is described as having not just a garden but ‘pleasure grounds’. This 
may mark a significant shift in the fortunes of the Rectory as in 1814 plans were drawn 
up to rebuild and repair it at the behest of the Reverend William Howell, Rector. The 
Reverend Howell was clearly a man who wanted to make his mark on the village. He 
commissioned William Lambert, a Surveyor from the Isle of Wight to give an estimate 
for the works which totalled £1720.10.0.  To put this figure in context agricultural 
labourers at the time were earning an average of 9 shillings per week (45p). Another 
document from the same year reveals a request from the Bishop of Norwich asking that 
two local clergymen from Hitcham and Brettenham carry out an investigation into the 
state of the Rectory in Felsham. They reported to Bishop Henry in August 1814 that 
Reverend Howell had arrived at Felsham in 1810 and did not receive any money for  
‘dilapidations’ , although they add that he is not entitled to any such money. However, 
they do acknowledge that Reverend Howell ‘hath not by wilful negligence suffered such 
buildings to go out of repair’. Alongside this evidence are two documents referring to 
oaths made in the Court of Chancery. The first dated 4 August 1814 is an affidavit in 
which William Lambert (whose occupation as a builder and bricklayer is crossed out and 
surveyor inserted), swears that the Rectory is ‘in a very dilapidated state’ and confirms 
his estimate as £1720 and 10 shillings. The second, dated 8 August 1814, is made by the 
Reverend Howell in which he confirms on oath that ‘the net annual income of the said 
[Felsham] Rectory’ is £605 and 4 shillings. This evidence may indicate that William 
Howell is hoping to gain funds from the provisions laid down in Gilbert’s Act of 1776, 
which allowed money for the repair of parsonages on the security of benefice revenues. 
It would seem that Bishop Henry was perturbed by the large amount of money 
requested by the Reverend Howell and was intent on checking it out. We do not know if 
any, or all, of the money was granted. We do know that the plans were implemented 
though with significant variations as the plans indicate one bowed window whereas 
there are now two, one at either end of the house.   
 
The Terriers also chart the growth of the charity lands although they do not indicate 
who bequeathed the various plots or houses. They do indicate that any income from 
these holdings must be used to support the poor of the parish. In 1686 there was no 
reference to any land outside the parish but in 1716 there is 20 acres of land in Hitcham 
and a house in Long Brackland in Bury.  Other sources can help us pursue this and will 
provide an opportunity for future research. Some of the charity money was used to 
build a poor house or alms house. This is the building we now know as the Post Office 
and adjoining cottage. In June 1716 the Terrier refers to three cottages ‘situate near the 
church’ and it lists the occupants as Edward Jennings, Thomas Crow and the Widow 
Mount. We can infer that these people were elderly residents who needed financial 
help. In 1725 there are four cottages, (possibly one had been subdivided), whose 
residents are listed as Mary Mount (is this the same widow Mount?), John Miller, 
Frances Hamond (sic), and Mary Corndish. The 1725 document has the most wonderful 
idiosyncratic spelling, (aacker for acre is a good example), which reminds us that 
Standard English was not yet established.  In 1806 the poor house is described as 
‘charity land now built upon commonly called the Church House 4 3/4 rods in length and 



2 rods breadth’. However, the lists of names are not sustained in later sources so we 
cannot track the development of the support for the poor of the parish and will have to 
use other sources to shed light on this.  
 
There are many references to field names in the terriers and by cross referencing these 
to the Tithe Apportionment of 1838 we can see that many of these remained in use: 
Horse Lay, Glebe Grove, Good Land, Gedding Green, High Field, Ten Acre Field, Thistley 
Field. In would seem that the road to Stowmarket was known as Ash Street in 1806. 
 
Some of the terriers give an inventory not only of lands and buildings but of the books 
and ornaments in the church, including the bells and ‘a bier and black horse cloth’ 
evidently in use for funerals. It is the 1735 terrier which first makes reference to the 
church clock and in 1795 we are informed that the clock strikes ‘upon one of the bells’ 
and was on the ‘North side of the steeple’, presumably what we now call the tower. This 
would also make an interesting further study.  
 
The final point of interest revealed is the disagreement that existed between two of the 
Rectors and the ‘knowledge of ancient inhabitants’ who together with the Rectors were 
responsible for collating the information. The dispute centres on local customs 
regarding the payment of tithes in money rather than in goods and there is one 
document which provides an extract of all references. It is undated but as it runs from 
1699 to 1813 we can surmise that it must have been written around this point. This is 
further supported by our knowledge of William Howell’s desire to rebuild. The customs 
identified in 1699 were that 8d an acre would be paid for mowing land instead of hay, 
4d would be paid per orchard instead of fruit and 4d would be paid for every calf. The 
only variation on this is a note in 1723 that cheeses are given rather than ‘tithe milk’. 
These represent very practical alternatives to payment in kind. It can be inferred that as 
the Rector has an orchard he therefore has no use for large quantities of fruit; he has 
pasture and therefore no need for additional hay; he possibly had a cow of his own and 
therefore did not need milk or want his servants spending time making into cheese.  It is 
in 1791 that there is a note written by the then incumbent Anthony Luther Richardson 
who says he will not sign the terrier because ‘certain customs are therein mentioned 
which I hold to be invalid’. His successor, William Howell, confirms this by explaining ‘ 
though it appears there are some customs expressed in former terriers yet as we have 
no evidence of their ever having been paid’ and concludes ‘we have thought it proper to 
omit them without entering anything to the prejudice of either party by such omission’.  
There is no evidence to help us understand how this was resolved, although by the 1836 
the Tithe Commutation Act replaced all payments in kind with money payments and 
ensured that the whole parish was surveyed to aid this (Felsham’s apportionment dates 
from 1838). 
 
What started as an investigation into how much evidence the Glebe Terriers revealed 
about the ‘The Old Rectory’ has developed into a much broader picture of the village. It 
has also indicated several other areas for further study, and as is common in local 



history raised many more questions than it has answered.  However, therein lies the 
fascination. 
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