
The Felsham Blacksmiths, 1820 to 1940 
 

The Felsham Blacksmith’s Shop situated at the northern end of Upper Green was a lively feature of the 19th 
century village.  The ‘smithy’, with its spare chains, iron wheels, and horse-shoes hanging on the wall and 
its yard full of harrows and other farm implements awaiting repair, was not only a busy workshop but a 
focus of village community life.  People calling about orders or waiting for their horses to be shod would 
pass the time of day by exchanging news or discussing the price of corn or whatever topic impacted on the 
life of an agricultural village at the time.  Children would peep in, fascinated by the brightness of the forge 
fire and the sparks flying from the anvil as the blacksmith wielded his hammer.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
No doubt, blacksmiths thrived in Felsham from early times, but the first record we have of a named 

blacksmith was in 1829 when Francis Howe was convicted and fined 20 shillings for using false weights 
and measures.  A newly appointed Inspector carried out his first investigation of grocers, inn-keepers and 
blacksmiths with incredible vigour managing to net about sixty people within Thingoe and Thedwastre in 
one sweep.  It was noted that “many blacksmiths had heavy as well as light weights” which suggests, 
perhaps, that a general carelessness had developed in the trade rather than a deliberate attempt to 
mislead or cheat customers. 

Francis Howe, blacksmith, was on the electoral list for Felsham in 1832 which meant that he owned his 
own cottage and workshop, a fact that was confirmed in 1838 at the time of tithe reform.  In 1841, the 
Census reveals that his wife was called Jemima and that he had two sons, Frederick and Walter. In 1851 
he was aged 54 and a widower.  He employed one man in the forge while his son Frederick, aged 20, was 
living at home helping his father.  They had a young housekeeper called Mary Last looking after them. 

When his father died in 1856, Frederick took over the running of the Smithy. By 1861 he was a master 
smith employing two men. He was to marry the housekeeper, now aged 33, in 1862. At the beginning of the 
1870s two events connected with the Howe family were reported in the local newspapers: 

 
October 18, 1870 

LAVENHAM. 
ACCIDENT. On Saturday last as Mr Howe, 
blacksmith of Felsham, was driving his wife to 
Lavenham, in a pony trap, the pony ran away, and 
Mrs Howe, being much alarmed, jumped out, and 
most unfortunately dislocated her ankle. 

 August 15, 1871 
DEATHS 

HOWE – 11th inst., on his birthday, from the 
explosion at the Gun Cotton Works, 
Stowmarket, much respected, Mr Walter Howe, 
youngest son of the late Mr Howe, Felsham, 
aged 38 years. 

    
In 1864, Harrod’s Suffolk Directory lists a ‘Reynolds, Edward, farrier’ working in Felsham. Clearly, the 
demands of the blacksmith trade required a second man to do the shoeing of the many horses that were a 

The Blacksmith’s Shop on Upper Green looking towards Bury road [undated photo] 



dominant feature of farming at this time.  Perhaps Frederick Howe was over-worked finding it difficult to 
satisfy the demand for new tools and wrought-iron work, and the on-going need to repair farm machinery, 
and wished to off-load the farrier part of the business to Edward Reynolds.  Interestingly, Mr Reynolds by 
1871 is referred to as a veterinary surgeon, implying that he had become so expert in handling horses that 
he was able to treat horse-related injuries and illnesses.  In 1879, a Robert Reynolds was farrier.  Was this 
his son? 

Between about 1875 and 1885, the Smithy was run by the Brown family – at first a John Brown and 
then by his son, Robert Brown.  In 1881 there was a ‘shoeing smith’ lodging with them named Arthur Hunt.  
At about the same time James Hubbard, the farmer at Quakers Farm near Mudlin End diversified into 
blacksmith work.  Eventually, he took over the Upper Green premises helped by another blacksmith called 
George Marriott.  And by the beginning of the 20th century, James Hubbard was a well-established figure at 
the Smithy assisted by his son, Albert.  At this time their work included the farriery.  In 1911, the Census 
recorded the two Hubbard households: 
 

James Hubbard Head 63 Male Married Blacksmith 

Clara Hubbard Wife 58 Female Married  

Ruby Hubbard Daughter 31 Female Single Home Helping 

Percy Hubbard Son 30 Male Single Journeyman Miller 

Violet Hubbard Daughter 21 Female Single Clerk In Post Office 

Lillian Hubbard Daughter 12 Female  School 

Albert Hubbard Head 33 Male Married General Blacksmith For Father 

Catharine Hubbard Wife 34 Female Married  

Aleck Hubbard Son 3 Male   

 

James Hubbard continued working until the early 1920s when Albert took over.  In 1925, Albert 
Hubbard is described as “blacksmith, assistant overseer and rate collector”.  Diversifying into other 
occupations is a sign that the blacksmith trade was in decline with the coming of the tractor and the motor 
car.  Fewer carriages and traps, the decline in carrier’s wagons, in vans and horse-drawn implements, 
meant a loss of custom to the village smithy.  Significantly, by 1929, Albert was described as a “motor and 
general engineer [with] petrol filling station, and rate collector”, while his brother, Percy, became a “wireless 
apparatus maker and dealer.”  Technology had moved on and villagers were forced to adapt to changing 
circumstances.  Just before the outbreak of war in 1939, Albert is again referred to as blacksmith but with 
the added appellation of “agricultural engineer” and the smithy continued to double as a petrol station, the 
fate of many blacksmith shops at this time.  

 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Christopher Bornett 

The Blacksmith’s house next to the smithy on Upper Green [undated photo].  Notice the 
carts which indicate that the blacksmith worked closely with the wheelwright and 
carpenter in keeping the farmers’ wagons in good repair.  Could the couple on the front 

doorstep be James Hubbard and his wife, Clara? 


