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County Hall, Ipswich 
An Archaeological Desk-Based Assessment 

Background 
The decision by Suffolk County Council to relocate its operations in Ipswich has 
provided a redevelopment opportunity for the whole of the County Hall complex, 
lying to both the west and east of Grimwade Street. The County Council’s holdings, 
lying between Bond Street and Grimwade Street, and flanked by St. Helen’s Street to 
the north (fig. 1), have already been released for sale and, with the exception of 
County Hall itself (a Grade II listed building), much of the site can expect to be 
redeveloped. As any scheme to redevelop the site will include an archaeological 
condition on the planning consent, this desk-based assessment has been compiled to 
examine the available evidence for past structures and their potential impact on the 
archaeological potential of the site. 

The site has a long history of public ownership and its development can be 
documented closely through various plans and drawings since the site was first 
developed as the county gaol in 1786. Plots showing the changes and additions made 
to buildings on the site are identified in a number of maps (figs. 2 - 6), which show 
that a considerable proportion of the site has, at one time or another been built over, 
often by quite substantial buildings (fig. 7). Photographs held in the County Records 
Office, showing the demolition of the gaol in 1931 (a selection of which are copied in 
an attached folio of plans and photographs), also indicate that substantive ground 
disturbance took place to remove the footings of the gaol. In addition, basements 
associated with the former gaol complex still exist within St. Andrew House. There is 
a good chance however that elsewhere substantial pockets of undisturbed 
archaeological deposits will have survived the previous intense building programmes 
of the late-18th to 20th centuries. 

Survey Methodology 
This survey consists of a number of elements, which have been considered together to 
draw overall conclusions on the archaeological potential of the site. These can be 
itemised as follows: 
• A documentary survey, which takes in a study of the available documentary

sources pertaining to the development of the site, held in the County records
Office. This historical survey has been undertaken by Anthony Breen, a freelance
documentary historian, and appears in full as Appendix 1 of this report. The report
covers a survey of historic map sources for the town, along with plans and
drawings of various buildings relating to site, and photographs of the demolition
of the prison in 1931. Many of these items are reproduced in a folio, which forms
an attachment to this report.

• An assessment survey of the standing buildings within the County Hall complex,
including the identification of remnant features relating to the former prison and
the level of known disturbance to the archaeological deposits by known
basementing within the County hall complex.

• An assessment of known archaeological data held within the County Sites and
Monuments Record. These have been used to reinterpret some of the material
contained within the documentary survey and to identify the likely depth of
deposits to assess the potential level of archaeological preservation.
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Archaeological Potential 

Historical References 
The attached documentary history (Appendix 1), produced by Anthony Breen, draws 
attention (p. 3) to a report in the Ipswich Journal of 23rd September 1786, where the 
excavation of footings for the boundary wall of the prison had revealed large 
quantities of human bone, along with “many sepulchral urns”. The suggestion of the 
time that these pots contained cremations may well not survive the test of time, as it is 
now known that a substantial 7th – 11th century pottery industry, centred on Carr 
Street and Cox Lane spread out along St. Helen’s Street. This reinterpretation of the 
1786 find is given further credibility by the discovery of an intact Ipswich ware vessel 
(7th - 9th century) during the construction of the Council Chamber in 1905.  

The 1786 newspaper article does not mention the discovery of intact human skeletons 
but rather “a great number of human bones”. While it is surmised that these are more 
likely to reflect large quantities of animal bones (domestic food waste), either buried 
in pits in areas of Saxon and medieval settlement, or contained in spoil deliberately 
dumped outside the town defences, the possibility of a pre-gaol cemetery on the site 
should not be discounted before adequate site evaluation is undertaken.  

Breen also cites the description of the gaol as published in White’s Directory of 1855 
(p. 6), referring to the boundary wall being set within a “sunken fosse”, which implies 
some localised reduction of ground level around the whole of the perimeter of the 
gaol. This lowering may well have been sufficiently deep to damage pottery kilns and 
cut into occupation material contained within rubbish pits of probable Anglo Saxon 
date. The excavation of this perimeter ditch would therefore have an impact on the 
survival of archaeological deposits in this locality, although there is a good chance 
that the excavated spoil would have been used to raise levels elsewhere within the 
area of the gaol. This same reference once again mentions a former burial ground, 
although this description is likely to have derived from the information provided in 
the Ipswich Journal of 1786 rather than from any fresh evidence. As such, this 
description probably does no more to confirm or deny the existence of pre-gaol 
human burials on the site. 

The only area known to contain burials of executed prisoners (fig. 4) is now located to 
the south of the County Hall complex. If other burials associated with the occupation 
of the site as a prison did take place elsewhere within the complex, these are not 
documented. 

Architectural evidence 
Traces of the former County Gaol, dating back to its original construction in 1786, are 
still visible in St. Helen’s Court. The back of the main County Hall building fronting 
of St. Helen’s Street comprises the original boundary wall of the County Gaol, and the 
lodge gate is still clearly defined (Plate 1). A door now internal to the building (Plate 
2) appears to be located in the position of the original entrance to the prison, through
the lodge, although this appears a little small for a main entrance. A remnant of wall
under the archway leading from St. Helen’s Street (Plate 3) marks the 45 degree
return of the boundary wall of the 1786 County Goal at its north-east corner.
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A remnant of the Borough Gaol wall still survives east of Grimwade Street, as the rear 
wall of the former Unison office (Plate 4). Two boundary stones, probably also 
derived from the Borough Gaol (Plates 5 & 6) can be found in a section of wall 
outside the Grimwade Street entrance to St. Andrew House, although these appear to 
have been relocated, possibly from an area of the wall demolished during the road’s 
construction at the end of the 19th century. 

Basement survey 
Given that the main County Hall building fronting St. Helen’s Street will not be 
subject to any major redevelopment, unlike the remainder of the site, this can be 
omitted from any survey of potential sub-surface damage to the archaeological 
deposits. While it cannot be ascertained for certain what proportion of the gaol 
buildings were cellared, there is a strong suggestion, from the available photographs 
of the demolition, that they probably were not. The archaeological potential of the site 
will undoubtedly be limited by the damage caused by deep cellars, and it is important 
that, where possible, these are adequately defined. For the purposes of this study 
therefore the extent of basements has been roughly plotted for St. Andrew House, St. 
Peter House and the buildings along the south side of St. Helen’s Court. Some of the 
row of terraced houses occupying the north-east corner of the complex (fronting St. 
Helen’s Street) appear, from the 1st edition OS map, to be cellared. Along the Bond 
Street frontage, cellars appear to have been limited to those houses now under the area 
of the council chamber. A summary of basement information is included in figure 6. 

SMR data 
While the area of a town dump, referred to in the 16th century as Coldunghills, is well 
located outside the town’s eastern defences, it may be assumed that others may not be. 
The dumping of waste, as well as removing decaying material from the town may 
well also have served the purpose of filling irregularities in the original topography of 
this part of the town. The effects of this can be clearly seen on John Speed’s 1610 
map of the town (fig. 8), where a watercourse, originating from springs rising along 
high ground flanking Spring Road (the Cauldwell Brook), has been diverted to run 
parallel with the contour lines along St. Helen’s Street, before turning to southwards 
to flow down Upper Orwell Street.  

The original topography of this part of the town may be revealed within the county 
Hall complex, in that it can be safely assumed that a stream originating in the area of 
the present town cemetery ran along Cemetery Road, crossed the line of Woodbridge 
Road to the west of Orchard Street and then flowed across the line of St. Helen’s 
Street, probably passing under, or close, to the western end of the County Hall 
complex, to eventually discharge into the river at the bottom of Lower Orwell Street. 
Redevelopment of the site offers the opportunity for a clearer picture to be built up 
through both the monitoring of geotechnical boreholes and test pits and by 
archaeological investigation. 

While the data contained within the Suffolk sites and monuments record is restricted 
to the previously mentioned pottery find of 1905 (IAS 6701), redevelopment further 
to the west at No. 20, 24 St. Helen’s Street, and 2-6 Bond Street (IAS 3605, 3601 and 
3604 respectively) suggests an overburden above the natural subsoil of between 1.5 – 
1.8 metres. This depth, if transferred to the County Hall site, should be sufficient to 
have ensured the selective preservation of archaeological deposits at the lower layers.  

5 



County Hall, Ipswich 
Archaeological Desk-based Assessment 

December 2003 
An inventory of sites and monuments records for the area surrounding the County 
Hall complex is given below (Table 1) and located in figure 8. 

SMR Code Address Description Date of deposits
IAS 1401 Co-op N. side of Carr 

Street 
Late Saxon, medieval 
& post medieval  finds 
(1958) 

IAS 1501 Old Foundry Road Excavation into town 
ditch (1974) 

Post-medieval filling 

IAS 1502 Transformer Station, 
Old Foundry Road  

Late Saxon & medieval 
pottery (1934) 

IAS 3501 Co-op, Carr Street  Pottery finds, kiln 
remnants (1920, 1928, 
1932, 1935, 1954) 

Middle & late Saxon 

IAS 3502 Cox Lane, site of Co-
op warehouse 

Coin find (1960) Late-medieval 

IAS 3503 Cox Lane  Museum excavation 
(1961). Pits, ditches 
and structural post 
holes 

Middle Saxon & later 

IAS 3504 Co-op travel agent / 
seed store, Carr Street 

Pottery kilns (1963) Middle & late Saxon 

IAS 3505 Upper Barclay Street Monitoring of 
foundation trenches 
(1979) 

Middle & late Saxon 

IAS 3506 Union Street Middle Saxon kiln 
located in trench 
excavated for a 
manhole (1979) 

Middle Saxon 

IAS 3507 Co-op service yard Hand-dug trench Middle Saxon & later 
IAS 3601 22-24 St. Helen’s

Street
Excavation of Thetford 
ware kiln (1975) 

Middle & late Saxon 

IAS 3602 N. of St. Michael’s
church, Upper Orwell
Street

Find spot (1977) Late Saxon 

IAS 3603 18 St. Helen’s Street Strip foundations 
(1986) 

Late Saxon and early 
medieval  

IAS 3604 2-6 Bond Street Monitoring of hand 
dug footing trenches 
(1987) 

Middle & late Saxon 

IAS 3605 20 St. Helen’s Street Stanchion holes 
excavated through a 
dense complex of pits 
(1989) 

Middle & late Saxon 

IAS 3701 St. Pancras Church, 
Orwell Place 

Strip foundations 
(1976) 

Mainly post-medieval, 
but limitation to depth 
of excavation 

IAS 3801 45 Upper Orwell Street Anglo-Saxon & 
medieval pottery finds 
(1959, 1968) 

IAS 3802 13 Eagle Street Underpinning trenches 
to 3m depth (to subsoil 
surface) 

No finds 

IAS 8804 9-11 St. Helen’s Street Excavation (1983) Saxon kiln evidence 
(fragmentary), late 
medieval structures 

IAS 8807 Odeon expansion, 
Majors Corner 

Development work 
(1989) 

Late Saxon & early 
medieval finds 
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IAS 8808 County Hotel,  St. 

Helen’s Street 
Strip foundation 
monitoring (1991) 

Late Saxon & early 
medieval finds 

IAS 8810 25-27 St. Helen’s
Street

Monitoring of rear 
extension. Sterile 
deposition layers 2.15 – 
3.00m to subsoil 
surface. 

Table 1: Summary of SMR data held for the study area 

Conclusions 
The newspaper report of 1786 strongly suggests the Anglo-Saxon pottery industry 
centred in the Cox Lane / Carr Street area of the town expanded for a good way 
eastward along St. Helen’s Street and it can be fairly safely surmised that occupation 
along this frontage remains dense within the area of the County Hall complex. The 
question that still needs to be answered is how well these deposits have survived the 
often prolific building programme that has taken place on the site over the past 200 
years? 

Evidence gleaned from both the historic maps and the wealth of plans and drawings 
available in the County Records Office suggests that a very large proportion of the 
site has been built over, mainly by fairly substantial buildings, at one time or the other 
since 1786 (fig. 7). However, besides those areas of known cellars, where damage to 
the archaeological deposits has been total, an overall depth of overburden probably in 
excess of 1.5 metres may have resulted in reasonable pockets of preservation between 
wall footings, especially for earlier deposit layers. Photographs taken during 
demolition of the prison in 1931 do however also hint at large scale excavations to 
remove wall bases. While the desk-based assessment has provided some insight into 
the likely archaeological history of the site, the amount of archaeological preservation 
can only be adequately quantified by a follow-up programme of archaeological 
evaluation work.  
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Figure 1: Location of the study area (outlined in green) and recorded archaeological 
sites contained within the County Sites and Monuments Record (outlined in red) 

©Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. LA076864 2002 
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Figure 2: Suggested arrangement of the County Gaol c.1790. Based 
on contemporary generic prison plans and later plans of the County Gaol 

©Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. LA076864 2002 

Scale 1 :1000 
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Scale 1 :1 000 

Figure 3: Plan of the County and Borough Gaols and County Hall c.1860. Based on contemporary plans 

©Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. LA076864 2002 
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Scale 1 :1 000 

Figure 4: Plan of the County and Borough Gaols and County Hall c.1877. Based on contemporary plans 

©Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. LA076864 2002 
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Scale 1 :1 000 

Figure 5: Plan of the Gaol and County Hall c.1930. Based on contemporary plans 

©Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. LA076864 2002 
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Figure 6: Extant buildings within the County Hall site, December 2003 
(black hatching indicates known areas of cellers) 

© Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. LA076864 2002 

Scale 1 :1 000 
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Scale 1 :1 000 

Figure 7: Plan illustrating all known structures associated 
with the County and Borough Gaols and later County Hall buildings 

©Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. LA076864 2002 
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Figure 8: Extract of John Speede•s map of Ipswich, dated 1610 
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Scale c.1 :2500 

Figure 9: Extract of John Ogilby•s map of Ipswich, dated 1674 

©Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. LA076864 2002 



---------------------

r:,nnt·,,t?,. 

. 
L 
L 

' 
l 

' 
L 

" L. .. j (. 

# j , , 
•• < 

~ 

\ \ ~n 
~-

.. 

Figure 10: Extract of Joseph Pennington•s map of Ipswich, dated 1778 
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Figure 11: Extract of Edward White•s map of Ipswich, dated 1867 

©Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. LA076864 2002 
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Figure 12: Section of the Ordnance Survey 1st Edition (1881) 

© Crown Copyright. All rights ,reserved. Suffolk County Council Licence No. LA076864 2002 
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PLATE 1 

The rear face of the former front wall and lodge of the County Gaol. The lodge is the square windowed section situated behind the member's entrance 



---
---

PLATE 2 

Front door of the County Gaol lodge now situated within County Hall. (It is not known if the door case 
and lamp are original 18th century features or later replicas) 
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PLATE3 

Surviving fragment of the County Gaol wall now protruding from the rear of County Hall, adjacent to 
the arched entrance. Was formerly part of the northeast corner of the Gaol 



--------- - --- --- --- ----

PLATE4 

The eastern boundary wall of the former Unison office on Grimwade Street is part of the outer wall of the Borough Goal. 
The low wall on the southern boundary may also be a remnant of the Gaol boundary 
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PLATE 5 

Prison boundary marker. 
Not in its original location but built into a section of garden wall in front of St Andrews House 
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PLATE6 

A second Prison boundary marker. Probably not in its original location although it is situated in a wall coincidental with the 
Borough Gaol boundary which now forms part of a garden wall in front of St Andrews House 
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Appendix 1 

An assessment of the documentary history of the site 
by Anthony Breen 

County Hall, Ipswich 
Documentary Survey 

December 2003 

A summary of the main points of this study can be found under the conclusion at the end of this 
report. 

Introduction 
This report has been prepared as part of the desk based archaeological assessment of the site. It is 
not the intention here to write a general history of County Hall though at various points in this 
report it will be necessary to place the development of the site within an historic context. 
Amongst the sources used for this report there are numerous documents that would be relevant to 
an architectural study of the main building and it's internal fittings. A detailed discussion of the 
contents of these documents has again been omitted. The research was carried out at the Suffolk 
Record Office in Ipswich. The wide range of documentary sources available includes both 
printed material and manuscript together with detailed plans and photographs. From 1786 to 
1931, the main part of the site was used as a prison. It would be necessary to consider other 
archival sources such as British Parliamentary Sessional Papers and the Home Office files held at 
the National Archives, Kew for a fuller study of the history of the prison, but these are unlikely 
to provide additional information for the archaeological assessment and it is not necessary to 
extend the research at present. 

Method 
The research was begun with an examination of secondary sources; books, newspaper cuttings 
and the standard maps of Ipswich. A search of antiquarian papers and miscellaneous manuscript 
collections produced significant material. One of the main archival collections was the County 
Quarter Session records. Justices of the Peace meeting at quarter sessions were responsible for 
both civil and criminal matters until the. establishment of county councils under the Local 
Government Act of 1888. The meetings were held in advance of the Assize Court whose judges 
were sent out .on circuit from London The quarter sessions and the assizes continued to sit as 
criminal courts until the Courts Act of 1971. Some of the documents used for this report are 
indexed under the quarter session records others remained in use and are now indexed under the 
county council records. There are two indexes of county council records, the typed catalogues 
and card indexes. References to the deeds for the County Hall site can be found within the card 
index. The prison was built under the instructions from the quarter sessions. In 1822 part of the 
site, the former house of correction became the gaol for the borough of Ipswich. Under the 
Prisons Act of 1877, prisons were removed from local control and placed in the hands of the 
Prison Commission, a sub-department of the Home Office. A search of the online index of the 
National Archives failed to produce significant material relevant to this study, though additional 
material probably exists in ;files arranged on a national· basis rather than by individual prison. In 
1881, the town clerk of Ipswich had searched for deeds relating to the prison made a formal 
declaration that he had "not been able to find any deed or document relating to the title of the 
Mayor, Aldermen and Burgesses ... to the Ipswich Borough Gaol". There are documents relating 
to the borough gaol within the Ipswich Borough Collection. These relate to the day to day 
administration ofthe gaol and have not been examined in depth. Part of the site has been used as 
a police station. The East Suffolk Police were establi~hed by the quarter sessions under the 
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County Police Act of 1839 and the records relating to the police station are to be found in the 
quarter sessions and county council collecti?ns. I 
It was necessary to make a brief visit to the County Hall site to complete the research for this 
report. The focus of the visit was the "condemned cell", now used as a chapel and to note the I 
·position of the cell in relation to other parts of the building. The aerial photograph of the site 
taken in about 1930 and now hanging in County Hall is not available at the record office, but has 
been copied and added to the accompanying folio of plans and photographs. I 
The Site 
The frontage of the County Hall site stretches along the southern side of St Helen's Street from I 
Bond Street to the west as far as Grim wade Street to the east. In it's present form the main 
building dates from 1906 only, although a significant part of the structure dates back to 1837. 
This report will suggest that a small portion of the structure was originally built as part of the I 
prison in 1786. The other buildings on the site were all built after 1931. The properties numbered 
34 to 48 St Helen's Street are either owned by the council or are at present vacant. Above the 
main entrance to 34 St Helen's Street, there are two bricks marked "J. G. 1832" and "C. G. I 
1832", these should be noted (Plates 1 & 2). The southern boundary is marked by a wall to the 
north of the Register Office in Grim wade Street which runs to the east behind the gardens of the 

1 houses in Shaftesbury Square before turning south to join the corner of the Nursery School in 
Bond Street. This boundary was established in 1930. On the present map, the line·of a foot path 
running north from the side of number 31 and 33 Rope Walk and then turning to the west should 

1 be noted as this marks the line of the outer wall of the former prison. 

The Site before 1787 I 
On the earliest map of Ipswich, by John Speede dated 1610, the site is shown as open fields to 
the south ofSt Helen's Street. The street frontage is covered with a line of buildings, which may 
have been a figurative device rather than an accurate depiction of the buildings then present on I 
the site. The street to the west is now Upper Orwell Street and to the south the line of Rope Walk 
is shown on this map. Rope Walk then continued into St Helen's Street Ogilby's map of 1674 is 

1 considered to be the first accurate map of this area. On this map the site· of County Hall is within 
the field marked as Tainter Field, with other parts of the site covered by orchards and pasture. 
Tainters were frames used for the drying of woven and dyed cloth. The small lane to the west I 
running southwards from St Helen's Street, (Great Wash Lane on this map) does not mark the 
position of the present Grimwade Street. Joseph Pennington's map of 1778 continues to show the 
area as orchards and pasture and gives the name of the owner of the site as Mr Cook. To the I 
west, a workhouse and workhouse yard is marked on the map. This was the parish workhouse for 
St Margaret's. The original parish deeds, which would have nanied the owners of the adjoining 
lands, are now held at Lambeth Palace Library. There is in the parish collection (ref. FB93/A3/1) I 
a bond dated 2 July 1726 that refers to the workhouse as "new buildings". This suggests that the 
site and its buildings were acquired after the passing of Knatchbull' s General Workhouse Act of 
1723, which empowered individual parishes to erect workhouses. The control and ownership of I 
this parish workhouse passed to the Ipswich Poor Law Union established under the Poor Law 
Amendment Act of 1834. 
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County Hall, Ipswich 
Documentary Survey 

December 2003 
Imprisonment as a punishment in it's own right is a modem idea which dates from Penal 
Servitude Act of 1853. Until the 1830's most serious crimes had been punishable by death. 
Minor offences were punishable by summary methods such as flogging or branding. The prisons 
that had existed merely held prisoners awaiting their trials or debtors. In the case of most felonies 
from the early 17th century onwards, death sentences for the guilty could be commuted under 
royal prerogative to transportation. The system of transportation was made fully official under a 
new act passed in 1 71 7 and offenders could be transported to America for seven years. Between ·· 
1717 and 1775 about 40,000 offenders were set to colonies in either America or the West Indies. 
This prevented the overcrowding of prisons in England. In 1775, this system was brought to an 
end due by the American War of Independence. In 1776, the government passed as a temporary. 
measure the Hulks Act whereby prisoners awaiting transportation could be held in former troop 
transports or men of war, moored at anchor, their masts and rigging remove and there to await 
the resumption of transportation. 

In 1775, the prisoner reformer John Howard published his report on "The State of Prisons in 
England and Wales". Howard's interest in prison reform wa.S a result of his own experience as a 
civil prisoner in France during the Seven Years' War 1756- 1763. In 1773, he became the sheriff 
of Bedfordshire and spent the. rest of his life until his death in January 1790 at Kherson in the 
south of Russia, "acquiring information about prison conditions throughout Europe". He had 
visited the prisons in Suffolk, which he criticised in his report. 

The American colonies achieved their independence in 1782 under . the Treaty of Paris and 
transportation to America was replaced with transportation to Australia, with the first fleet 
leaving in 1786. Between these dates and in part as a response to Howard's report, parliament 
passed in 1784 an "Act to enable Justices of the Peace to build and Repair Gaols in their 
Respective Counties". This act became effective in September of that year. In April 1785, the 
Suffolk quarter sessions decided that the old gaol, which had stood in Shirehall Yard, between 
Foundation Street and Upper Orwell Street, was ruinous and beyond repair. On 26 June 1786, the 
quarter sessions meeting in Ipswich ordered that a "new gaol shall be built on part of the ground 
owned by Mr Whimper Cook". It was intended that the building should house 80 prisoners "with 
proper yards, courts and conveniences for the prisoners of different sexes and descriptions as 
required" and serve the needs ofthe Beccles, Woodbridge and Ipswich divisions of the county. 
The meeting appointed William Blackburn as surveyor. At the same time a similar decision was 
made in respect of the gaol at Bury St Edmunds and the bridewells at Mildenhall and Clare were 
closed and the land sold. 

The original deeds for the purchase of this site are now in the County Council Collection, (ref. 
2/611B) and draft deeds in the quarter sessions records (ref. B106/2c/2.21). The land which was 
owned by "Whimper Cook, only son and heir at law of James Cook then late ofTattingstone and 
of Elizabeth Cook his wife also deceased which said Elizabeth Cook was therefore Elizabeth 
Whimper spinster". The land was purchased for £600 on 22 November 1785 consisted of "a 
messuage or tenement orchard and piece or parcel of ground in the parishes of St Margaret, St 
Clement, St Helen and St Step hen in Ipswich aforesaid some or one of them". The messuage or 
tenement was ''formerly divided into two dwellings together with houses, outhouses, yards, 
gardens and appurtenances whatsoever thereunto belonging situated and lying and being in the 
said Parish of St Margaret in Ipswich aforesaid And also all that orchard piece of land or 
garden ground situated lying and being in the said parishes of St Clement and St Stephen in 
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Ipswich aforesaid or one of them or in some other parish or parishes thereunto ne;xt or near 
adjoining containing by estimation two and a half acres more or less. And also all that orchard 
piece of land or ground formerly a close called the Taynter Field lying and being in the said 
parishes of St Step hen and St Margaret in Ipswich ... next or near adjoining on the north side of 
the first mentioned orchard containing by estimation one acre one rood more or less as the said 
premises were formerly in the occupation of Thomas Clarke, Edward Smith and Mary Buxton 
and then were in the tenure or occupation ofWil/iam Cason or his undertenants". · 

An advertisement for the construction of the gaol appeared in the "Ipswich Journal" on the 7 
January 1786, but as no tenders were received by the quarter sessions so they appointed William 
Blackburn as the clerk of works. In August, specifications for the stone work appeared in the 
paper. These were to be locally produced "clamp bricks" and "scotch moor stone in strings, 
jambs, door ways, windows and openings in cells, heads, steps and blocks". 

On 16 September the "Ipswich Journal" reported that "last week the workmen began digging the 
foundation of the new gaol". The next edition of the paper published on 23 September contained 
a fuller report "Yesterday Mr Lionel Gowing began to build the boundary wall of the New Gaol, 
the first stone was laid by Philip Bowers Broke ofNacton esq. In digging the foundation a great 
number of human bones were found, and also many sepulchral urns: which are supposed to 
contain ashes of some persons of distinction; one piece of Roman coin has been found, the head 
of which is tolerably perfect, but the letters are so much obliterated as to render it impossible to 
distinguish in whose reign it was coined; several urns are quite perfect". The newspapers of this 
period are made up from one broadsheet folded into four pages. The text in small print is 
arranged in eight columns. Over half the newspaper consists of advertisements and public notices 
another page consists of both national and international news. Local news was restricted to half 
of one column. Such a lengthy and detailed report strongly suggests that this was a significant 
burial ground. 

In August of the following year, quarter sessions decided that the county gaol was "building 
upon a larger plan than was necessary for the purpose. And that it was absolutely necessary to 
provide a new house of correction for the division of Ipswich". It was therefore decided "to 
appropriate part of the said gaol for the purpose". Once again William Blackburn drew up the 
plans for the house of correction which was built on a site to the south east of the county gaol. 
Unfortunately the work of constructing the new gaol was placed in the hands of a sub committee 
of the quarter sessions and none of their original records which included the plans have survived. 

The Site 1787 to 1877 
John Howard visited Ipswich during the construction of the new county gaol and noted that the 
"work is executed in the best manner". He also inspected the town's bridewell and noted that 
there had been "no alteration in the two rooms". 

In 1790, the borough of Ipswich approached the Suffolk quarter sessions to request that part of 
the new county gaol might be used as accommodation for prisoners from the borough gaol. As 
the county gaol had been built at the expense of the county and not the borough, this request was 
refused. 
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Following an escape attempt in 1813, the quarter sessions ordered that an old fence be removed 
and articles of an agreement for a new wall were drawn up. Unfortunately the agreement does 
not mention whether or not this was the external boundary wall of the gaol or an internal wall 
built between the wings (ref. 2/611). 

Amongst the quarter session records there are papers relating to the "erection of two wing 
buildings and a mill with machinery complete for the employment of prisoners", (ref. 
B100/1122b, 88- 91). The specifications include details of the work to be done by the bricklayer, 
carpenter, iron founder, smith and mason. The documents refer to plans, which have not 

·survived. In a separate document, there are details of the payments to these workers dating from 
June through to September 1821. Another document identifies the architect as William Cubitt 
who also devised the treadmill for the mill house. 

In March the following year, the Grand Jury for the Borough of Ipswich decided that the Old 
Borough Gaol was "not capable of being repaired and enlarged" and the building was 
condemned. Plans were drawn up by the architect and surveyor William Brown for "to erect new 
buildings within the walls of the said County Gaol". At the quarter sessions held on 7 September 
1822, the "house of correction" was sold to Ipswich for £1500. It was originally intended that the 
mill should grind corn on a commercial basis, but this practice was abandoned in July 1829 (ref. 
B 1 05/2/70). 

There are a detailed series of plans of the prison dated in pencil1832 (ref. HD1/7/ll). They are 
part of a miscellaneous collection of papers mainly relating to the works of Revd. Richard 
Cobbold ofWortham. The name ofW. P Ribbons appears, again in pencil, on two of these plans. 
William Parkes Ribbans (1810 - 1871) is listed in the "Dictionary of Architects of Suffolk 
Buildings 1800- 1914". He designed the East Suffolk and Ipswich Hospital, Anglesea Road in 
1836 and the Pauper Lunatic Asylum, Foxhall Road in 1868, but his work on the gaol is not 
mentioned. One set of plans includes an elevation and a section of the building together with 
plans of each floor. These plans do not show the site of the mill and two additional wings built in 
1821. The plan shows the position of a separate building at the front of the gaol used as a waiting 
hall, committee room and board room. This building is connected to the main block by walls 
built in line with the wings of the gaol. No other plans of the site show these details. This set of 
plans may be drawings for a remodelling of the buildings. In March 1828, the quarter sessions 
had ordered a committee "to enquire and examine into the state of the gaol as respects it's 
security", though the records offer no further details of major works at the gaol in 1832. A 
ground plan showing both the main building and the boundary walls may be an accurate plan of 
the gaol at this date. The outer walls are likely to have been those built in 1786 and not those 
mentioned in 1813. In contemporary accounts of executions described below, a turnkey's lodge· 
is mentioned and this building is shown on this plan. . 

County Hall was originally built under a local act of Parliament, as a new court house for both 
the quarter sessions and the assizes sent out from London. It replaced a building in Shirehall 
Yard. As with the county gaol, the work was carried out tinder the direction of a sub committee 
of the quarter sessions. Their minutes begin in May 1836 and end with the payment for 
furnishings in March 1839 (ref. B106.2c/2.5). In June 1836, the sub committee directed that the 
building was "to be extended in a line with the extreme wall of the gaol". In August 1836, they 
appointed the architect, Willliam Mclntosh Brookes as clerk of works. There was no need to 
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acquire a new site as there was sufficient land in front of the prison for the new courts. The 
quarter sessions did decide to purchase the small eclipse of land on the opposite side of St 
Helen's Street and the site what became Orchard Street from Samuel Wright to improve the 
approach to the building. The files contain numerous details of the internal arrangements of the 
rooms and fittings inside the building. In January 1839, more land to the east of the new courts 
was purchased from Joseph Grimwade. The small plot had been part of the garden of his house 
then described as "newly built". The house, which is now 34 St Helen' s Street, was apparently 
built in 1832. The land had been purchased by Joseph Grimwade in 1803. 

A print of the new county courts was published in 1840 in "Pawsey' s Ladies Fashionable 
Repository". The illustration was drawn by J Marchant and engraved by D Buckle. The building 
was then much smaller than the present structure and fronted in part by iron railings (ref. HD 
480/30 page 34). 

A description of the prison was published in White's Directory of 1855. The site "consisted 
originally of a central building and four radiating wings, to which four other ranges of buildings 
have been added. The outer wall built in a sunken fosse is crowned by an· iron chevaux de .frise 
and encloses an area of260 feet square, which was anciently a burial ground". Neither the ditch 
nor the chevaux de .frise which are iron spikes placed around a bar are evident on the 1832 plans. 

Further plans of the gaol were made in 1852 and 1878 (ref. B106/3.7.1, 7.2). These, together 
with the approval ofthe 1852 plans (ref. Bl00/1/25(4)), are listed as missing from the record 
office. 

In July 1858 articles of agreement were drawn up for the construction of "a police station with a 
lock up and accommodation for superintendent and three constables with their cells ... on land 
acijoining the county hall on the east" (ref. 2/611B). The original plans of this building by the 
architect, Frederick Bames have not survived, though the position of the building is shown on a 
plan of the prison drawn up in 1859. Later detailed plans of the police station were made in June 
1894 and this building remained in use until after the prison was demolished. 

there is another set of plans of the prison by the Liverpool surveyor H. Woolnough dated 
December 1859. The coloured plan shows the parish boundaries. The portion of the prison that is 
shown as in St Margaret's marks the site of the two messuages mentioned in the 1785 deeds. On 
this plan a boundary wall is shown around the prison which to the north joins on to County Hall. 
The walls connecting the wings of the prison which formed a series of inner courts and the 
building that housed on it's three floors the waiting hall, board room and committee room on the 
set of 1832 plans are absent. The details are very close to those shown on the single 1832 ground 
plan. The 1859 plans show the borough gaol with an additional cell block to the south east of the 
main building. The 1859 plans also show the site of the prison cemetery outside the inner 
courtyard but within the outer walls. 

Public Executions and Prison Burials. 
Until reforms of the 1830's a large number of offences were punishable by death, though the 
practice had arisen to commute the sentences of most prisoners to transportation. In the years 
1816 - 1820, there were 5,853 capital convictions in England and Wales, but only 364 
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executions. Of these, 140 executions occurred in London and Middlesex. In these same years 
there were only four executions in Ipswich. 

In the eighteenth century, the condemned were taken by cart to the place of execution and death 
through hanging was by slow strangulation. The bodies were then covered with pitch and placed 

·inside a iron cage to be returned to the place of their crimes where the bodies were gibbeted. For 
the crimes of treason, the condemned were dragged to the place of execution on a hurdle. 
Women convicted of the crime of petty treason which was the murder of their husbands or 
coining were sentenced to have their bodies burnt. In most cases the condemned women were 
first strangled. The Murder Act of 1752, allowed the bodies of the murderers after their 
execution to be sent to a doctor for dissection. This same act stipulated that a person convicted of 
murder was to be hanged within 48 hours of their conviction providing that this did not include a 
Sunday, in which case the execution was delayed by a further day. This act probably led to 
executions taking place close to the towns in which the assize courts had met. In 1783, the 
authorities in London ceased to use Tyburn as the place of execution, instead a new scaffold was 
erected in front ofNewgate Prison. The short drop was introduced in the hope that the necks of 
the criminals would be broken and their end would be swifter. An account of the new scaffold 
with a full diagram was published in the "Gentleman's Magazine" in that year. 

For Ipswich the place of execution during the late 18th century was Rushmere Heath. There;are 
some accounts of the trials and executions of criminals for the period before the construction of 
the County Gaol. The unfortunate Margery Beddingfield who had been sentenced "to be burnt 
until you are dead" forthe petty treason and murder ofher husband was the last woman burnt in 
Suffolk. She and her accomplice Richard Ringe were both executed at RU:shmere on 8 April 
17 63. Ringe' s body was "dissected and anatomized". The account of the execution of the house 
breakers John Francis and John Broke hanged at Rushmere Heath on 10 April 1766 does not 
offer any details as to the disposal of their bodies. After the execution of the robbers, William 
Lay and Robert Hoy hanged on Rushmere Heath in April 1779 their bodies were carried to·. St 
Mary at the· Quay for burial. 

There is a printed list of executions at the County Gaol from 1801 to 1886 in "Crime jn Suffolk" 
notes prepared by the antiquarian John Glyde (ref. qs 343 Glyde). The document was originally 
published in "Glyde's Suffolk Almanac and Official Directory for 1890". There are 42 names on 
this list. In a contemporary newspaper account of the executions of the burglars, William 
Catermole and Thomas Hub bard, on 25 April 1829 it states that they were hanged "on top of the 
turnkeys lodge". This seems to have been the common practice up until the construction of the 
new county courts in 1837. After 1837 executions took place on a temporary scaffold built in 
front of the main entrance to the courts. The position of the scaffold is shown in the illustrations 
of the executions of Mary Shemming on 11 January 1845 (ref. HD 480/30 page 36) and in a 
printed illustration of the execution of William Howell hanged on the same scaffold on 25 
January 1845 (ref. B106/3/9). As there were only six executions on this spot, the last being John 
Ducker aged 65 executed on 14 April 1863, an event that drew a crowd of over 4,000, it is 
unlikely that the scaffold was a permanent feature. The practice of public executions ended in 
1868. After that date executions would have occurred within the prison itself. In Glyde's list 
there are only another three. executions before 1890. All three would have been executed by the 
long drop introduced in 1874. Although it would be possible add names to a list of those hanged 
and subsequently buried in Ipswich Prison by searching the printed calendars of the Suffolk 
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assizes (B 105/6/2.2 - 2.9) and then searching the contemporary newspapers for an account of the 
executions, the list would be incomplete as the records are for trials in Suffolk only. 

According to a pencil note in an index of quarter session records complied by Vincent Redstone, 
the last execution was that of Frederick Storey hanged for murder on 16 June 1920. This is 
incorrect, the last person hanged at Ipswich was Frederick Southgate of Ardleigh in Essex, 
executed on 27 November 1924, who was tried at Chelmsford. The newspaper accounts 
published in the "East Anglian", state that the bodies were returned tothe coroner for an inquest. 
Amongst the records held at the National Archives, there are details of the jurisdiction of the 
Ipswich Borough Coroner at Ipswich Prison under the Prison Act of 1877. There are some 
coroners' records in the borough collection, but not for the period after 1877. Modem coroners' 
records are closed for 100 years. 

The practice of gibbeting the remains of executed criminals seems to have ended in Suffolk in 
the 1790's; possibly the last gibbet was erected at Troston in 1793. In a printed account of the 
executions of John Dogharty and Matthew R,eilly two soldiers convicted of the murder of Robert 
Howe a soldier in the Suffolk Militia, at the Joiner's Arms in Ipswich in 1809, it states "after 
hanging the usual time, they were cut down and carried to the Shire Hall where after the 
surgeons had performed their operation they were exposed to public view ... The concourse of 
people collected was very great". In an account of the trial ofEdward Thrower, another murderer 
on 21 March 1812, his sentence was that his body be "delivered to the surgeon for dissection". 
The bodies of John and Elizabeth Smith executed on the same day as Thrower were also sent for 
dissection. The body of Maurice Griffin, another soldier convicted for a murder of a fellow 
soldier whilst stationed at Woodbridge in 1814 was "dissected and anatomized". The body of 
Mary Gibbs who had murdered her two year old illegitimate daughter and who was executed on 
the same day as Griffm suffered the same fate. Elizabeth Woolterton convicted of murder by 
poison the following year was also "anatomized". In all these cases those executioned were 
murderers and l.t is not clear from the printed accounts of their trials nor from the contemporary 
newspaper accounts, which are very brief, what happened to the bodies after dissection. In the 
case of Ambrose Flack hanged for murder on 25 July 1831, the newspaper report states that after 
dissection the body was returned to his relatives for burial. In the case of William Jolly executed 
for arson on 17 August 1833, the court directed that his body should be removed to within the 
precincts of the prison for burial. 

In 1834, the law was changed and gibbeting was fmally abolished. At the same time it was 
enacted that those executed "shall be buried within the precincts of the prison in which they were 
last confined". According to Glyde's ·list there were ten executions between the passing of this 
act and 1890. After that date and before the end of 1904 death sentences were passed on Ada 
Brown in June 1899, on George Nunn in October 1899, on Ellis Backler in November 1900 and 
Kate Ellen Hanton in June 1902, though the printed calendars do not state whether the sentences 
were carried out nor do they give their place of confinement. 

The Site 1877 to 1931 
The site of both the county and borough gaols were transferred to the Home Office under the 
under the Prisons Act of 1877 and measures were taken by the Prison Commissioners to improve 
the gaol and increase the security of the site. Before 1877, the outer walls of the prison had 
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extended to join the rear of County J:Iall, with the "prison gate keepers house" located behind the 
central entrance to County Hall. After 1877, the two buildings were separated to create a 
continuous pathway around the prison and a new wall and entrance constructed. The space 
between the northern boundary wall of the prison and County Hall became a parade ground for 
the police station. This left the former gate keeper's house isolated from the prison and in a deed 
dated 27 August 1886 (ref. 2/611B), the building was sold back to the quarter sessions. After the 
transfer of the gaol to the Home Office, the old Borough Gaol, which had been original built as a 
house of correction in 1787, was converted into a residence for the governor. The old cell block 
to the south east was partly gutted. In September 1884, the prison commissioners were able to 
sell part of the old borough gaol site for a proposed new street, now Grim wade Street. On a plan 
attached to the deed, the line of the street is shown cutting through the old cell block and part of 
the former boundary now lies to the east of the street. On this plan the new entrance lodge is not 
shown, but a new wing for the prison had been built. 

From 1884 through: to 1930, there are no further plans of the prison. No doubt for reasons of 
security all details of the prison are omitted from the Ordnance Survey maps. On the first edition 
of the 1 :2500 map, the boundary of the prison is shown. The boundary wall is still shown joining 
on to County Hall called Shire Hall on the map. The map was published before the Prison 
Commissioners sold part of the site of the prison for the construction of Grimwade Street. On 
this map Bond Street does not continue to join Rope Walk to the south. 

In the "Guide to Ipswich" published in 1890, there is another description of the prison. Her 
·Majesty's Prison. Under this name and title the old County Prisons at Ipswich and Bury St 
Edmund 's and the Ipswich Borough Gaol are now amalgamated. The entrance is in Grimwade 
Street, through the garden of the Governor's House, which has been made by adapting the Old 
Borough Gaol. It continues with a description of County Hall through which the County Prison 

-was formerly entered. "On the leads, the central portion between the great piers, criminals were 
executed a few years ago, and under a garden just within the eastern wall of the building, the 
bodies of the executed criminals are buried and their initials cut in the wall. T,'he Old County 
Prison has been partly pulled down, and the remainder reconstructed into a female prison". ''An 
entirely new Prison has been built for males, with every care for sanitary laws". This location for 
the prison cemetery contradicts that map evidence. 

On the second edition of the 1 :2500 map, the new boundary wall of the prison is shown. The 
curved line at the south east of the site marks the position of the new entrance described in 1890. 
By this date the former house of correction and later borough gaol is shown. The building had 
become the governor's residence. The former eastern boundary of the borough gaol is shown on 
the eastern side of Grim wade Street. 

In 1905 plans were made to extend and alter County Hall then under the care of East Suffolk 
County Council. The land to the west, which had been part of St Margaret's Workhouse, were 
acquired at this time (ref. 2/265). In a deed for the property dated 21 October 1848, the land is 
described as "certain messuages and buildings lately pulled down and heretofore used as the 
workhouse of the said parish and purchased by Henry Bond of the guardians of the poor of the 
Ipswich Union". Henry Bond had set out the line of the new road, which still bears his surname, 
sometime around 1840 and sold the rest of the land in small plots to builders for new houses. 
Another small area of land fronting Bond Street were sold back to East Suffolk County Council 
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by the Prison Commissioners in 1905. The plans for the major extension and alterations to 
County Hall included new offices, a council chamber and stables and the original drawings are 
now in the Ipswich Borough Collection (ref. IBDA 6163). · 

According to an article published in the "East Anglian" in February 1930, the prison closed in 
July 1925 and the Prisons Act of 1877 "provided that if any gaol which had been taken over from 
the local authority was subsequently discontinued it must be offered back to the local authority". 
As the site included both the county and borough gaols, the Home Secretary allowed both 
authorities to reach an agreement over the future of the site. In August 1930 a contract of sale 
was drawn up and the whole property was purchased jointly for £4,750. The division of the site 
was· a result of an agreement between the two authorities (ref; 1547/163). The total area was 
2.790 acres. Of the 1.025 acres sold to the county council, a small plot was allowed for road 
widening and 0.27 acres allocated for the new Labour Exchange, which is the present Register 
Office. Of the land sold to Ipswich Council another small plot was given to road widening and a 
"triangular piece of land on the other side of Grimwade Street" was to be used for the same 
purpose. The main area of 1.39 acres was used for a housing scheme. These plots are shown on 
the contemporary plan attached to the deeds. The contemporary press reports states that "The 
southern portion of the Prison site would be utilised for housing in connection with the proposed 
improvement of Rope Walk". 

Ipswich Corporation undertook to clear the site. A series of photographs detailing the demolitjon 
of the prison where taken as a historical record (ref. B106/2c/3.1). These are included in a 
commemorative album together with a further copy of the plan of the site. There is a copy of the 
album in the IpsWich Borough Collection (ref. DCl/30). The copy in the Quarter Sessions 
collection (ref. B106/2c/3.1) includes loose photographs each one of which is dated. The 
photographs show that the height of boundary wall was increased at those points where internal 
walls joined the wall. The work, carried out by the contractor Edward Edwards of Norwich, was 
begun in January 1931 and completed by the removal ofthe foundations in October. Some items 
from the former prison were donated to Ipswich Museum. 

The county council portion as shown on the plans included the surviving part of the county gaol 
originally built between in 1786 - 1787. The photographed house was probably built after 1877. · 
On the Grimwade Street side of the site, the governor's house had been built as the house of 
correction in 1787. The other two buildings were built after 1905 as accommodation for prison 
staff and are shown on the 1926 edition of the ordnance survey map. The site of the cemetery as 

. shown on the 1859 plans was within the Ipswich Borough portion of the site. By 1930 the 
cemetery is covered, in part, by the new gatehouse, although the main area was to the rear of this 
building. The site of the cemetery is now used as a playground. It is possible that the stones 
marking the graves of those executed within the prison were moved when this gatehouse was 
constructed. 

Following the demolition of the prison, the county council's portion was used to extend their 
offices. At the same time the police station built in 1858 was probably demolished and replaced 
by a new building, used at present by the careers service. · 

In 1984 work began on converting the old courts. At the time press interest focused on that fact 
that the court had witnessed the 1936 divorce proceedings of Mrs Wallis, who after married the 
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Duke of Windsor, formerly Edward VIII. The work was carried out by F. Ingram Smith Ltd of 
Woodbridge. In July 1990, the remaining parts of the court were finally cleared. In June 1991 a 
former cell believed to have been a "death cell" was convert to a chapel and part of the former 
court furnishings used as seating. This cell lies under part of the building built in 183 7. The press 
account suggests that John and Elizabeth Smith had shared the cell before their execution on 23 
March 1812, though it does not state where Edward Thrower, executed on the same day, had 
spent his last night. The cell's door is an open grill unlike the other cells, and condemned 
prisoners were watched to prevent suicide. No documentary evidence has come to hand during 
this research to support the idea that it was a "death cell". 

Conclusion 
Before the 1720s this site was covered by a line of houses fronting St Helen's Street. The rear of 
these properties were open plots of land used as orchards or for drying cloth. Before 1 726, a 
parish workhouse was built on the part of the site at the junction of Bond Street and St Helen' s 
Street Other houses were demolished before 1785, when the site was sold to the quarter sessions 
for the construction of a County Gaol to serve East Suffolk. During the preparation of the site a . . 

large and important burial ground appears to have been uncovered. The contemporary newspaper 
account suggests that this was a Roman burialground. In 1787, another part of the site was used 
as a house of correction. In 1812, fences within the prison were removed and replaced with 
walls, itis unclear from the documents whether or not these were internal barriers between the 
courts of the prison .. In 1821 additional buildings were added to the site and the following year 
the house of correction was sold to the borough of Ipswich. The turnkey's lodge is mentioned in 
1829 as the place of execution. Later deeds suggest that the lodge is still standing and is now part 
of the rear entrance to County Hall. There are detailed plans of the main buildings, which are 
dated in pencil to 1832. 

In around 1840, the former workhouse was demolished and the line of Bond Street established. 
In 183 7, work on the main building, constructed as a courthouse, was begun. After 183 7 and 
until 1863 executions took place on a temporary scaffold erected in front of the main entrance to 
the courts. In 1858 part of the site, built on land adjoining the property owned by Joseph 
Grimwade, was used as a police station. Further plans of the gaol were made in 1859. These 
plans show the position of the prison cemetery first used in around 1833. 

In 1877, control of both the county and borough gaols passed to the Home Office under the 
Prisons Act. After that date the walls connecting the gaol to the courts were demolished and a 
new northern wall for the prison was built. In 1884 part of the borough gaol site was sold for the 
proposed new road now Grimwade Street. 

In 1905, plans were made for major alternations to the main building and in its present form the 
building dates from 1906. The last execution in Ipswich Prison was in 1924 and the prison was 
closed the following year. In 1930, the site was sold back to the councils and divided between 
Ipswich Borough Council and the then East Suffolk Council. In 1931 all the buildings were 
demolished and the foundations removed to allow the site to be used for new offices. The former 
prison cemetery now lies under land owned by Ipswich Borough Council. There is no complete 
list available in the Suffolk Record Office of those buried in the cemetery. There is no record at 
the office of the removal of their remains when the prison was demolished. 
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Following the opening of the new County Courts, near St Mary Elms in the 1980's, the 
courtrooms within County Hall were redundant and most of the internal furnishings had been 
removed. 

r~ . 

Further details relating to the closure of the Prison can be found in Home Offices records at the 
National Archives. · 
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PLATE 1 

An initialled and dated brick situated to the left of the original front entrance to the Suffolk County 
Council's Information Centre, St Helen's Street 

The brick is marked 'J.G. 1832' 



PLATE2 

An initialled and dated brick situated to the right of the original front entrance to the Suffolk County 
Council's Information Centre, St Helen's Street 

The brick is marked 'C.G. 1832' 
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AN AERIAL VIEW OF COUNTY HALL, IPSWICH 
(Enlarged from a book in the county archive entitled "Aerial Views of Ipswich 1920· 1930~) 

The county gaol can be clearly seen in the centre of the photograph on the area now occupied by St. Mdrew House (constructed early 1930s), careers office, etc. 
and council houses (Shoftesbury Square) approached from Rope Walk. The gaol was large (main building four storeys high} with chapel and kitchen gardens all 
surrounded with a high brick wall. } " ~~ 

County Hall (St He/en Court) lines St He/en's Street. The buildings forming what are now the archway and Emergency Planning office have yet to be built, but the 
back of what is known as Suffolk Connexions is to the right. Note the generallacli of traffic.~ a horse and cart in Grimwade Stand another vehicle at Majors Cotner. 

The UNISON offices (25 Grimwade Street) are in the lower right hand corner surrounded by houses. The site of St Edmund House is similarly well populated. 

At the top middle of tiJe photograph is the roof of the council chamber. lt is interesting to note that the accommodation demolished for the construction of the 
pre ent Members' accommodation was not built at this stage. At the top middle is Majors Corner which was then covered in buildings (local viewers may 
remember names a!. Avis Cook, Albert List, Botwoods Garage in this area). The Regent Cinema appears not to be built. Factory buildings In Orehard Street and 
off Woodbrld]!e Rood (in the top right quarter of the photograph} were demolished between October and February 1995. 
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Margaret Catchpole: a "fallen woman"? 

"Fearless as a Newmarket j ockey" 
Margaret Catchpole, born in Suffolk in 1762, is a fascinating character, whose story still captures the 
imagination. Described in a newspaper report of 1800 as "a tall and dark person" of "intelligent 
countenance", by all accounts she was a headstrong and wilful woman. Even before achieving notoriety as 
a horse-thief and gaol-breaker, she had become famed in the local area for her horsemanship, after riding 
bareback from Nacton to Ipswich to fetch a doctor for her seriously ill mistress. 

Picture: Cobbold said that Laud fought the police over Margaret's body. © Courtesy of Suffolk 
Record Office, ref HA213: 1287142 

Margaret worked in the service of various Suffolk families during her 30s, 
including the Leader family and the Cobbold' s in Ipswich. It was whilst 
serving the Cobbold family that she learnt to read and write, and her letters, 
together with contemporary newspaper reports, give us a window onto her 
life. 

Even before she left home, Margaret had met, and fallen in love with, 
William Laud, a local man who soon afterwards became embroiled in the 
smuggling which was rife in 18th Century Suffolk. From this point onwards, 
Margaret's remarkable story became entwined with that of Laud - whilst she 

descended into criminality, he sank deeper and deeper into the smuggling underworld. 

"H orse-stealer" 
In June 1797, about a year after leaving the service of the Cobbold family, Margaret stole a horse from their 
stables in order to reach Laud, whom she believed to be in London. The Ipswich Journal reported how "this 
female horse-stealer" rode 70 miles in 10 hours, an "extraordinary" feat for a woman. She had dressed as a 
"young man ... the better to avoid detection", but the unusual colour of the horse - a "strawberry roan" - and 
her awkwardness in riding, soon raised suspicions amongst those she passed on the road, and it was not 
long before she was apprehended in London. 

Margaret was sentenced to death at the Bury assizes in August 1797, but this was commuted to seven years 
imprisonment following a powerful appeal made on her behalf by the Cobbold family - the very people she 
had stolen from. Margaret was thus consigned to Ipswich Gaol, where she appears to have lived an 
exemplary life for several years. 

However, in 1800 she broke the law again - and in spectacular fashion. Hoping to meet her lover and 
escape with him to Holland, Margaret escaped from the gaol. This time disguising herself as a sailor, 
Margaret - only 5 ft 2 in tall according to the handbill published after her escape - scaled a 22ft wall topped 
with spikes, using a gardening frame, linen line and prop! 

But she was soon discovered, and was again sentenced to death at the Bury assizes. This time her sentence 
was commuted to transportation for life, and in May 1801 Margaret left Ipswich bound for Australia, along 
with two other female convicts. In Australia Margaret managed to make a better life for herself, working 
hard, receiving a pardon, and becoming a midwife and farmer, before her death in 1819. 

Not surprisingly Margaret' s exploits brought her great notoriety in Suffolk, where she is still something of 
a legend today. She is also a well-known figure in the history of Australia: her letters home to Suffolk 
provide historians with a valuable and virtually unique record of the experiences, attitudes and thoughts of 
an early female convict and "coloniser", as expressed in her own words. 

Rewriting history? 
The first main text recounting Margaret' s colourful life- 'The History of Margaret Catchpole: A Suffolk 
Girl' - was published in 1847 by the Reverend Richard Cobbold, son of Margaret' s former mistress. 



Cobbold based his work in part on Margaret' s letters from Australia, and is always at pains to assure the 
reader of the truth of his work, which he describes as a "romantic but perfectly true narrative". 

Certainly, a comparison of the text and letters shows a degree of accuracy and faithfulness to Margaret's 
own words, however, there are also numerous inconsistencies and apparent fictions in Cobbold's work 
even such basic information as her date of birth is wrong. Cob bold says Margaret was born in 1773, whilst 
the newspaper reports of her escape put her at 38 years old in 1800 - perhaps Cobbold thought a younger 
heroine would be more attractive to his readers! 

Cobbold is also guilty of more fundamental romanticising and distortion of fact. He concludes his story by 
having his heroine marry a former suitor from Suffolk, and becoming a loving mother of three children. 
But, in reality, Margaret herself expressed a desire to remain single, writing in 1811 "I am not [married] 
and almost 50 years old, nor do I intend". It seems the conclusion to Cobbold' s "history" was born more 
from a desire to present Margaret in a particular light than from any real adherence to the truth. 

A cautionary tale 
In his "history" of Margaret Catchpole, Cobbold wrote with a specific purpose: to provide an "instructive 
lesson" about the importance of religious instruction in preventing the human mind falling into "error". It 
was common practice in this period to use the histories of criminals as an example for others, and stories 
from the scaffold and court room were often printed as cautionary tales. 

ln order to create a suitable moral fable, however, it seems Cobbold distorted Margaret's story, casting her 
in the role of "fallen woman" - a familiar figure in Victorian literature - first brought down by "evil men" 
and later redeemed by religion, motherhood, and the love of a good man. 
Throughout the book, Cobbold emphasises Margaret's essentially good and virtuous nature, comparing her 
favourably to her monstrous aunt, a "weak" and unfeeling woman, almost unfit to be a mother. He portrays 
her as a "victim" of men, as easy "prey", and as led astray by her "blind passion" for Laud- her "one great 
error" . Cobbold makes Margaret conform to his Victorian ideas about women as docile, modest, mother
figures, changing facts when necessary, for example he falsely says she worked in a female orphanage in 
Australia. 

A "fallen woman"? 
But knowing what we do about Margaret's courageous and adventurous behaviour, how accurate can this 
representation of her as a "victim" of men really be? Portraying her in this way is unfair, depriving her of 
the resourcefulness and ingenuity which she obviously possessed in abundance. 

Picture: Margaret scaled a 22ft wall to escape Ipswich Gaol! © Courtesy of Suffolk Record 
Office. ref HA213: 1287143 

And the "repackaging" of Margaret isn't all that convincing anyway. 
Cobbold tried to recast her as the "fallen woman", but it is the spirited bits of 
her story - the horse-stealing and gaol-breaking, the riding bareback and 
disguising herself as a man - that stand out in the book. Cobbold couldn't 
totally keep these aspects of her character down, just like her contemporaries 
couldn't in real life. 

Cobbold tries to write his Victorian ideas about femininity back into 1800, 
but Margaret was not docile, and it was her "unfeminine" escapades that 
made her so notorious in Suffolk. Indeed, it is these aspects of the story that 

still dominate her legend today. Cobbold was spot on when he said "this extraordinary escapade is only 
worthy of such an extraordinary character as Margaret Catchpole". 
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