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			Foreword

			I vividly recall the impact that this wonderful book made when it was first published in 1972. 

			Melford Memories records the fascinating recollections of one man, Ernest Ambrose, who lived in the village for over ninety-four years.

			Beginning with his schooldays in the 1880s, he recalls a very different Long Melford ‒ when the Green was grazed by sheep and hosted a horse fair. He remembers elephants (from the circus) and dancing bears being seen in the streets. He describes the dragoons quelling the riot of 1885, while including numerous other stories ‒ some amusing, some sad ‒ about life in those times. It is an illuminating account of local interest, but also has a much wider historical value. 

			I am thrilled that the village’s Historical and Archaeological Society, together with the Long Melford Heritage Trust, have now enabled this redesigned fiftieth anniversary edition to be published.

			It brings Ernest’s village to life again for another generation to treasure and enjoy.

			Ashley Cooper

			President of the Long Melford Historical and Archaeological Society

			October 2022

		

	
		
			Preface

			From Sir Richard W. Hyde Parker, Bart.

			President of the Long Melford Historical and Archaeological Society

			It is with great pleasure and honour that I recommend these recollections of Ernest Ambrose, so well described by his wife.

			Here is a true picture of the life and times of one man, spanning ninety-four years. Many of us who read this book will find the great changes which have taken place during these years incredible, and others will find their memories sharpened.

			We are then left with the familiar questions. Were the good old days good? Is today good? What qualities have we lost or gained? Is it not essential that we ponder these questions, standing as we do today, often wavering, as we try to shape our future?

			Richard Hyde Parker (1937-2022)

			Melford Hall

			September 1972

		

	
		
			Introduction

			My husband has always been fond of telling stories. He relates incidents which occurred in his youth ninety years ago as vividly as though they were recent events. One day the idea came to me: why not write down some of these tales and present them in the form of memoirs, and so preserve a record of days gone by. I have endeavoured to do this as conscientiously as possible, at the same time doing my best to avoid giving offence to living relatives.

			I hope our little effort will serve to present a faithful picture of what life was like in a quiet corner of Suffolk before it was overtaken by the technological advances of the present day.

			I would like to record our thanks to Sir Richard W. Hyde Parker, Bart., President of the Long Melford Historical and Archaeological Society, for allowing us to include a photograph of a portrait from his Melford Hall collection. Our thanks too, to Thomas H. Howlett, Esq., Secretary of the Society, for his encouragement and the very valuable help he has given in collecting and preparing the photographs, assisted by R. Burn, Esq. Also our appreciation to R. Wickham Partridge, Esq. for his help with publishing.

			Emily Rebecca Ambrose

			Sudbury, Suffolk

			September 1972
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			Schooldays in the 1800s

			I wondered why Ma got me up so early. I usually had to stay in bed till Pa had gone to work; but on this special day I was told to get dressed in my best clothes. My face was scrubbed at the kitchen pump, my boots were smeared with blacking, and I was hustled along to have breakfast with Father. “You’re going to school today,” said Ma. “You’re three now and it’s high time you started. You can go down with Pa on his way to work.” So that was the meaning of all the fuss. Pushing my floppy cap well over my head and ears as well, and giving me a quick kiss as if of apology, Ma sent me off to school.

			We lived in a cottage in Church Row, so the journey was not a long one. We walked down the road to the Black Lion and crossed over where the roads from Cambridge, Bury and Sudbury converge. At the top of the Green was a busy old-fashioned shop presided over by Mr. John Spilling and his family. He was already out there sweeping the cobbled forecourt. “Mornin’ Mr. Spilling,” said Pa. “Mornin’ John.” I was bursting to tell him I was going to school, but even at my tender age I had already learnt that small boys must not speak until spoken to, so I held my peace.

			Opposite Mr. Spilling’s Old Top Shop on the corner of the Green were two remaining plinths of the old market cross, which had been destroyed during the Commonwealth. I loved to sit on these thick stones and watch the horses and carts and carriages go by and see all the interesting people on the road as well as the cattle and other animals grazing on the Green. This morning there was only a little donkey tethered to a post and a drover with a herd of cows grazing. Pa went on steadily down the casey (causeway) alongside the Green and I perforce had to run a little now and then to keep up with him.

			We soon arrived at the village school and I was thrust inside without much ceremony. Pa produced the one penny for a week’s education and I was duly established in our local seat of learning.

			Memories of my first day at school are somewhat dim, but as it is now ninety-one years ago perhaps I may be forgiven. However I do remember my teacher, Miss Syborn. She was very kind and gentle to me, as I was a new boy I suppose. She squeezed me in on the front bench, telling the other children not to push me. She seemed very big and stately, but this was probably accentuated by the fact that she wore a long black dress which swept the floor and rustled a great deal, and a stiff high-necked blouse with lots of ruffles about it. Her hair was piled up high and finally came to a point, and I spent much time wondering however she managed to keep it that way. As I was a small boy for my age she seemed to tower above me from a great height, and I looked up to her with awe and respect. She had a bustle which stuck out at the back and some of the boldest pupils would dare one another to tiptoe behind her and gently place a slate pencil on this protuberance. I thought this a very bold act!

			I was very happy at school as I knew quite a lot of the children, especially those who came from my end of the village. The school windows were high so our attention was not distracted. The brick walls were all decorated with educational and scriptural texts and pictures. The blackboard was the chief aid to learning, combined with the constant repetition at the top of our voices of the Creed and Catechism, the Ten Commandments and scriptural texts, the alphabet and multiplication tables.

			It was a church school and the rector, the Rev. Martyn, or one of his two curates, visited the school every Friday to give us lessons on the Bible and hear us recite our texts. Religious knowledge, strict obedience and the three Rs were the foundation of our learning, in that order, followed when we were older by history, geography and nature study. The continuous chanting of so many facts was a hopeless mumbo-jumbo to me at first, but gradually light dawned and I began to see what it was all about and enjoyed finding out more.

			The chief aim seemed to be to give children sufficient education to carry on the life of the village, which was at that time a self-contained unit. Very few ventured outside the parish boundaries to earn a living in those early days. They mostly stayed in their own neighbourhood and started work as soon as they could, to add to the family’s slender exchequer. The school authorities were not too strict about attendance and if any child was wanted to work in the fields during the week they didn’t make much fuss so long as the penny was paid every Monday morning. This charge was later raised to twopence and later still to fourpence.

			Discipline was stern when I was a boy and the cane was used somewhat freely. Quite small children were made to stand in the corner facing the wall for some slight misdemeanour; the girls having to put their pinnies over their heads and the boys “hands on head”. In the Big Boys the more unruly ones (or those whose sums wouldn’t go right) had to stand in the corner holding a pile of slates on their head.

			Our head master, Mr. J. Phillips, was a learned man and a very good teacher. Though he was a strict disciplinarian we all liked and respected him. We felt we could always rely on him being fair. If we did wrong we knew we would be punished and we accepted this as just; and in this matter he always had the backing of our parents. We were brought up to respect (or honour was the word usually used) God, our parents, our teachers and especially the two squires of the village and the rector, who were the appointed leaders of our little community.

			There was a comfortable family feeling about our school, and the village too. We felt we all belonged to one another. We all knew each other and the teachers lived in close proximity to our homes, so they had good knowledge of our home life and family background. The strong moral teachings instilled in us produced a firm foundation and a clear understanding of right and wrong, and in consequence the school was remarkably free from dishonesty both in word and deed, and swearing was never allowed. The only time I had a whack on the hand from teacher’s cane was when a prim little girl in a stiff white pinny decorated with an abundance of goffered frills (a sure sign of opulence) and with a lot of bobbing ringlets, dared me to say a swear word to her. I promptly said Damn! Then she told teacher I had sworn at her. For a long time after that I hated little girls, especially those with ringlets; but I never swore again – at least not in school!

			I saw this same little girl in the Top Shop a few days later, jam jar in hand, asking for “a pen’oth a golden syrip which poor people calls trickle”. When I told Ma about it she said, “The stuck up bit of a mawther.”

			Boys and girls were segregated from an early age, and certainly after the age of seven, when we went up into the Big Boys or Big Girls. But even as infants we usually sat in our own groups except for needlework when the girls had to sew long seams of tiny stitches and the boys had to knit. I can still recall my feeble efforts at this art. The girls were instructed to cast on and do a few rows of knitting for the boys. You could very easily see where the girls left off and the boys took over, and mine was no exception! But I did excel at one subject at school and that was music. We had singing lessons with tonic sol fa, and this came easily to me. I suddenly felt I had music inside me which wanted to come out and I revelled in it.

			As we got older we were allowed to use slates and pencils. The agonising squeaks these produced made me squirm. I can’t imagine what it must have meant to teacher. When we went up into the Big Boys we were allowed to use pen and ink. For this purpose we had copy books, which were precious as they were in short supply. In them were printed in copperplate writing various proverbs which we had to reproduce in similar copperplate style. I can still remember my laborious efforts in those early days, and still remember many of the proverbs:

			Do not grasp too much or you may lose all.

			Waste not, want not.

			Look before you leap.

			The wise man looking at the stars fell into a ditch.

			I always thought the last one very funny. But as a result of our laborious and much repeated efforts to write “proper” these precepts became firmly fixed in our minds. They all seemed very good sense to me.

			We had plenty of reading and spelling lessons and were taught very thoroughly to read and pronounce words correctly, but once we got outside we lapsed immediately into our own native dialect, and most of our h’s were dropped on the school doorstep. We almost spoke two different languages.

			Among the villagers at that time speech was slovenly and lazy. There was so much illiteracy that folk didn’t know how words were spelt, or if they did they were too lazy to pronounce them properly. Their vocabulary, often spattered with mispronounced Biblical quotations, was slow and ponderous, as often happens to people who live in small or isolated communities. It was far easier to say “Thass-wa-a allus-saay” than to enunciate clearly “That is what I always say”. It rolls smoothly off the tongue and there is something very pleasant about the sound.

			Those in authority, however, did their best to improve education among the older folk in the village, and they organised little gatherings of people to hear Penny Readings. These were held in our school in the evenings and were conducted usually by one of the Rev. Martyn’s charming daughters. A selection from Dickens’ works was the most popular reading and the meeting would be concluded by an extract from a “good book” of an edifying nature.

			My grandmother used to go to these Penny Readings and would call on Mother on her way home to tell her about them, and laugh and talk about the people there, retailing the latest bits of village gossip over a dish of tea. Sometimes these readings would be held at the rectory in the parish room and a full house was always guaranteed on these occasions, as a cup of tea and a biscuit would be thrown in.

		

	
		
			2

			My Home and Family

			When we were quite small we lived in a cosy little cottage near the rectory. It was one of four cottages which, in the Middle Ages, was the tithe barn belonging to the church, and later converted. A lot of farm workers lived at our end of the village, and if you looked out of the window about five thirty in the morning you would see them on their way to work with a couple of stone jars of home-made beer slung over their shoulders.

			My parents were of yeoman stock, steady and moderate in their way of life. My mother was a careful manager and a good cook and could make a lovely meal out of very little. We weren’t what you would call poor, but if any of us lost a shilling it was a disaster. We lived simply, without any luxuries; we weren’t allowed much sugar, that was too dear.

			Father always kept a pig or two in the garden and so we usually had a supply of ham and pork. He even had enough to sell some to neighbours or friends occasionally. A specially nice ham was always reserved for Christmas, and how delicious it was! The hams were cured in big tubs in the kitchen, and I often had to baste them by pouring over them black treacle, old beer (must be old) and coarse dark brown sugar. After a few weeks of this treatment they were sent to Bixby’s bakehouse across the Green to smoke. Sometimes legs of pork were pickled in brine and water. These were lovely too!

			Pa also kept ducks and some bantam hens. The ducks were very amusing. We used to hatch the ducklings in the back garden. When they were old enough we would drive the mother duck across the top green to Clappits pond by Little Holland and the ducklings would all follow her. At five o’clock without fail every evening one of us would go across and fetch the ducks and their families home for the night. This went on for three or four days or so, after which the old ducks would lead their own families back home by themselves, and didn’t wait for us to collect them. Neighbours would say, “There goo owld John’s ducks. Must be tea time.”

			My mother was a Norfolk woman and came from a little village not far from Sandringham. She knew the future Queen Alexandra and often had a chat with her. The Queen was fond of visiting the village and enjoyed talking with the village women about their families and her own and comparing notes. She was obviously very much at home with them.

			Mother had lots of friends in Melford. Indeed we all did as we all knew one another (and one another’s business too). One of Ma’s special friends was the housekeeper at Melford Hall. She was a very important person in her own right and held sway over all the other indoor servants. She had her own quarters at the Hall and Ma would sometimes visit her there in her own private sitting room. On occasion Mother would take me with her and I was overawed by the splendour of the occasion, even though we only went in by the tradesmen’s entrance. How important I felt when we were escorted up the back stairs by a maid dressed in smart black uniform with a trim white apron and cap with long ribbons hanging down her back, who bobbed to the housekeeper and announced us as though we were of importance.
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              Melford Hall, c. 1840. Drawing by S. Clarke of Long Melford. Note the man with the fowling piece standing near the Hall. 

			From print owned by Mrs. Howe



			I remember the housekeeper, big and tall but much fatter than teacher, with a chatelaine attached to her broad belt, from which dangled all sorts of keys, pencil, scissors etc. How important it made her look. I wouldn’t have liked to have got into her bad books.

			I still remember the big bowl of fruit on a table covered by a rich velvet cloth. There were fruits I had never seen before such as pineapple, figs, peaches and grapes, many of which were grown in the big greenhouse in the grounds. I also saw tomatoes there for the first time. I believe they were being used as a table decoration. At first they were thought unfit to eat. It was all very exciting for a small boy. Sometimes I was given an orange, of which there were very few about at that time. We used to eat peel and all! Mother used to enjoy her visits too, but she was more interested in the latest local gossip and in the excellent dripping which she could buy for twopence a pound.

			As well as the big greenhouse there were fish ponds or “stews” in the grounds where in the old days they could get a fresh supply of fish at any time. They also had a pigeon or dove cote, called by the locals a “duffus”, which provided food for the family. A few local fishermen had permission to fish in the Hall ponds and I remember Bob Sewell telling me he had taken some very fine pike from Melford Hall ponds, weighing up to seven pounds. But there were larger fish still in Kentwell Moat. They had carp weighing up to thirty pounds.

			I used to think how lovely it would be to work at Melford Hall. Everything was so splendid and the servants seemed to be fine, upstanding, important sort of people. They all had their proper status and had to be treated with respect according to their position. They had fine uniforms too, provided for them, and lived in a way I thought was grand style not far short of the squire himself and his family, who all seemed to me to be very kind and generous towards their employees.

			If a boy on leaving school was lucky enough to get a job as a back’us boy at one of these halls he was considered to be very fortunate indeed, this being the first rung of the ladder to success in life. He was exhorted by his parents and elders to be sure to work hard, be strictly honest and behave yourself, and “do as yer telled bor”.

			My father’s mother lived near us in Church Row and I spent a lot of time with her. She remembered the time when there were deer in the Melford Hall park, and she was fond of telling me about the great shooting parties and magnificent hunt balls that were held in her young days. In Grandma’s cottage (which was thatched) there was a big open fireplace and on each side were cupboards on the doors of which were carvings of the heads of Nell Gwyn and King Charles II. These were evidently very well done and one day her landlord, no doubt with an eye to their value, asked her to sell them to him. Grandma was very fond of these carvings and refused to part with them for some time. He became very insistent and in the end she relented, and he gave her the princely sum of two shillings and sixpence each for them.

			In her young days Grandma was with a family who spent some time each summer at Carisbrook Castle on the Isle of Wight. She used to tell me about the splendours of the castle (as well as some of the problems of the servants’ lives there) and also of how she would occasionally see Queen Victoria, on one of her visits to the castle, out driving in her low carriage escorted by her faithful friend John Brown.

			Grandma must have had quite an exciting life when she was young. She had travelled quite a lot by stagecoach, and had been to Astley’s Royal Circus and to Vauxhall Gardens pleasure grounds in London.

			Grandma was a strong character, very hard-working, very blunt and full of fight. She was always very kind to me. I think perhaps I was a favourite of hers. She always wore a long black dress (nearly everyone seemed to wear black in those days) and of course buttoned boots. On Sundays she put on a pretty lacy white cap and a lacy tippett to smarten up her dress.

			She was an adept at using her old tinder box and could quickly get a light to her fires with flint and steel and paraffin rag, though of course matches had by now become popular. Brimstone matches were the first I remember. They smelt and spluttered and sizzled and didn’t always function very well. Later on they brought in “safety” ones, from which sparks would fly! Grandma always used the old Russian tallow candles, slow burning and smelly.

			Grandpa, who was a brewer by trade and brewed beer for local pubs, died at an early age and Grandma became a widow when she was only forty. In those days there was no such thing as a widow’s pension, so she was obliged to find some means of supporting herself. She took in laundry from the rectory, and every Monday morning one of the many servants brought her a big linen basket piled high with clothes. By the time I was ready to go to school the little cottage would be filled with steam and a strong smell of yellow soap and the linen would be boiling away in the copper in the wash’us attached to the house. I always had a private hope that Mondays would be a fine day, and that if by any chance it turned out wet the clothesline wouldn’t break when laden with washing. Grandma would always be so pleased if the clothes got nicely hazelled, just ready for the next process.

			When I got home from school in the afternoon I was usually in time to help with the mangling. The mangle was a giant machine taking up one whole wall of the little kitchen. It consisted of a huge trough filled with heavy flints with three big rollers underneath. It made a tremendous noise as it clattered round. It took all my childhood’s strength to turn those giant wheels, but it was fine exercise. One day the index finger of my left hand got caught and I have been minus the top down to the first joint ever since.

			After the mangling came the ironing and goffering and folding and airing. It was quite a prolonged work of art before the linen was ready to be stacked once again in the basket ready to go back to the rectory.

			To augment her income further Grandma sold the very fine apples and pears which grew in her large garden, at the rate of twelve a penny. Later on she boarded children from Dr. Barnardo’s Homes. Quite a number of families in the village offered hospitality to these children.

			Grandma was a good living woman and very religious. The nearest she ever got to swearing was “Tarnation!” or “Confound it!”, popular expressions at that time. She attended church regularly and took me with her while I was still quite small. At that period one had to get there early to get a seat, and everyone had their own favourite seats. Grandma’s was in the south aisle. She would find the places in the prayer book for me and encourage my small efforts to join in the service.

			The sermons were long and boring, but Grandma didn’t appear to mind, and she would let me fall asleep on her shoulder at this stage. When she was young the sermons were far longer, sometimes up to an hour and a half. She remembered an old sexton named Wicks who had a long pole like a fishing rod. He would walk up and down the church during the sermon and if he found anyone fast asleep he would tap them on the head with his rod.

			The singing of the choir and the beautiful organ music gripped me tremendously and its sound would still be ringing in my ears when I got home. One night I had a very vivid dream. I was sitting at the great organ and though I was so tiny, wonderful music was coming out of the huge instrument. I couldn’t reach the pedals or the stops, but somehow or other I was able to play it because standing beside me was my father. It was a wonderful dream and I was enjoying it so much. I felt sad and disappointed to wake up and find it was only a dream.
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			Roads and Travellers: Itinerant Traders and Entertainers

			When I was a small boy our roads were rough and uneven, with big flints and potholes, very dusty in summer and muddy with large pools of water in winter. Even the main roads were bad, the Bury road being one of the worst. From time to time they were made up with loads of stones. Old men and women were paid twopence a bushel for stone picking from farmers’ fields, and small children were given a halfpenny, and these were used for the roads.

			Our chief means of transport was still by foot, on horseback or by horse-drawn vehicles of various kinds. Journeys were often fraught with some danger and a trip to a neighbouring town or village was still something of an adventure.

			I always got great pleasure sitting on the old step of the market cross at the top of the Green watching the people and animals passing along the roads. A common sight would be a flock of sheep and their shepherd with his hooked crook leading them. This was a Suffolk custom as well as a scriptural one. A well-trained dog would bring up the rear and keep the flock together. They would always stop on the Green for an hour or two for the sheep and shepherd to have a rest. The sheep would nibble contentedly at the grass and keep the Green in good order by spreading manure at the same time.

			At other times we would see geese or ducks, pigs or cows, sometimes a hundred or more, being driven to market at Bury or Sudbury. At Christmas time especially, droves of turkeys and geese from Norfolk came through Melford. The drovers would tar the soles of their heavy boots to make them more comfortable for constant walking on the rough roads.

			Later on the smaller animals would be brought in carts. There were almost always a few horses on the Green as it was used as a training ground for breaking in young animals. We boys would collect their droppings, which was beautiful stuff for the gardens. The villagers also used the Green for feeding their own animals, so it was always a busy place and interesting for us children.

			As well as the animals there were all kinds of travellers on the roads. Fine men and sometimes women too on horseback. I used to sit and wonder where they all came from and where they were going to, and wonder too if one day I would be rich enough to have a lovely horse to go riding on. There were the smart carriages of the gentry, sometimes with two or perhaps four horses and splendid important-looking coachmen with cockaded hats, flourishing their whips with bows of ribbon tied on them, sitting high up on top of the box, and a footman at the back trying to look equally important, though we all knew quite well that he was really a much lesser light.

			There were gentry too of lower estate. They often had broughams or smaller and less ornate carriages and no footman. There were farmers and tradesmen in their gigs or buggies, driving themselves with much flourishing of their whips and calling out jovially to friends in passing. Then perhaps single ladies, very genteel and modest in a small carriage, perhaps being driven by a manservant if they could afford one, trying to look as important as they could under their reduced circumstances.

			Everyone had their appointed place in society in those days and though many tried hard to aspire to greater heights and ape the gentry, we all knew in which state we belonged − and other people too. We learnt this lesson early in life and accepted it. We had respect for those in authority above us, but nevertheless we maintained our own sturdy independence.

			There were always many foot travellers of course and many gypsies in their brightly coloured vans, often quite a convoy of them, bringing up the rear with a donkey or pony. And always many tramps and beggars. I used to get quite excited about all the people and happenings I saw and would run home and tell Ma. Occasionally I would see the lord of the manor or the rector, and would dash home at once to report this happening. She would say, “I hope you raised your cap,” and I would reply in the affirmative. They would sometimes even speak to me. That was really great!

			I still remember the first day I encountered a dancing bear. I was quite used to seeing big animals like cows or horses, but this great creature frightened me out of my wits. Fortunately I was with Pa and hid behind his bulky form while I watched an incredible performance. The poor old bear, a big brown one, was shaggy and forlorn looking, and the man in charge, who had him on a long chain, looked even more doleful. They stopped outside the Black Lion and when the man sang a little lilting song and jigged up and down the great old bear reared up on its hind legs and shuffled about without much enthusiasm. Then the heavy pole which the man carried was tossed to the bear who caught it neatly across its two front paws and “danced” with it.
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