Chapter One  

January to October 1910 – The First Phase: Idealism and Expediency

‘Felix Thornley Cobbold (1841–1909) was the youngest son of John Chevallier Cobbold, brewer, of Holywells Mansion, Ipswich.  Felix became bursar of King’s College, Cambridge, a banker, Mayor of Ipswich, Liberal Member of Parliament for Stowmarket and Ipswich, a landowner, and a philanthropist. He died in December1909 in his rooms in Westminster, and by his will, proved in 1910, Felix gave land and money to East Suffolk County Council to provide allotments and smallholdings.’ (See Appendix 1.)

‘East Suffolk Council formed the Felix Thornley Cobbold Agricultural Trust in order to administer the gift. In this chapter I would like to describe the establishment of the Trust, and the background and philosophy which resulted in such a bequest.’

Felix Thornley Cobbold had for some years prior to his death had a vision of providing smallholdings and allotments in Suffolk to provide employment for poor agricultural labourers.  Throughout the nineteenth century, there existed poor conditions for the labourers with low wages, abysmal living conditions in tied cottages, and farm closures which resulted in widespread unemployment. Also in the nineteenth century, the long process of enclosing common fields, moors, wasteland, and even roadside verges, came to an end with a series of General Enclosure Acts – 1801, 1836 and 1845 – which replaced the custom of passing thousands of individual acts that had preceded them. Country dwellers lost their rights to graze common land and wastes, and even to gather firewood. This meant that their living standards fell even further.

Eastern Anglian Agricultural Lockout 1874
Some attempt at self-help led to the formation of the National Agricultural Workers’ Union in 1872 under the leadership of Joseph Arch. In 1874, Arch organised a strike in Suffolk and North Essex seeking higher wages for labourers. By the beginning of April, over 6,000 men were on strike.

The strike was broken by a lockout of union members by farmers who formed the Essex and Suffolk Farmers’ Defence Association, who declared that they would not pay more than 2s for a twelve-hour day, and would sack workers who would not agree to leave the union.
 Over 150 employers held a meeting at the Bull in Woodbridge to discuss the extra cost that would be involved, and they resolved not to allow themselves to be controlled by the Union.

In May, the Ipswich Journal reported that 1,250 men were being paid strike pay by the union: 341 in Saxmundham, 576 in Woodbridge, 117 in Botesdale, 150 in Stowmarket, 44 in Westhorpe, and 22 in Elmswell – extraordinary numbers of men for such small communities. In addition, around Exning there were 2,085 being paid strike pay – 412 in the Eye district and also 359 children.
 In the two next editions, figures were also quoted for Wickham Market, Shottisham, Tunstall, Bredfield, Clopton, Great Bealings, Eyke, Alderton, Butley and Grundisburgh. 

 The lockout gradually ended with the coming of harvest time when some men drifted back into work as Union funds for strike pay ran low, but Arch says that at the end of the dispute over 4,000 men had been thrown out of work
 leaving a legacy of poverty, unemployment, migration to industrial towns, or emigration to the Colonies for the ex-strikers.  

One further consequence of the strike and lockout was the growing realisation that the labourers had a genuine grievance, which attracted sympathy not only from Liberal politicians, but also from some landowners. The second Earl of Stradbroke, for example, convened a meeting in Ipswich in April 1874 to create a Suffolk Provident Society, which gave practical help to poor agricultural workers.
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