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In the second half of the nineteenth century, the industrial revolution was transforming 

Britain. Large numbers of people left the countryside for the new industrial towns. Here we 

tell the story of a group of people who made this move, not as lonely individuals, but with 

relatives, friends and neighbours from their old homes. They provided themselves with a 

network of care that must have eased the strangeness of being in a new place. They left the 

quiet fields of Suffolk for a bustling industrial town, but they had each other to depend on. 

Anthea, Nigel and Pauline met on the Memories of Middlesbrough Facebook page in 2016 

and we discovered that we were all descended from people from the Stradishall area of 

Suffolk, who had migrated to North Ormesby (Figure 1).  

Anthea and Nigel are descended from two men who arrived in North Ormesby, when it 

was undergoing massive development. Anthea’s great grandfather, George Bowyer, was born 

in Stradishall, as were his ancestors on the male line for many generations. George first 

appears in North Ormesby in 1871. Nigel’s great grandfather, James Stubbings, was born in 

Cowlinge to parents who had both been born in Stradishall, Henry Stubbings and Mary Ann 

Goodchild: Goodchilds had been in Stradishall for generations. James is in North Ormesby 

by 1881. Genealogical research showed many links between our ancestors, both in Suffolk 

and in North Ormesby.  

Stradishall is a tiny parish in south-west Suffolk. In 1851 it had 430 inhabitants, 19 with 

the surname Bowyer, and 17 with the surname Goodchild. For centuries the people of 

Stradishall had mostly found their husbands and wives in the three neighbouring parishes, 

Cowlinge, Denston, and Wickambrook (Figure 2) or just beyond. Brent Bowyer has traced 

Bowyers back to the Stradishall of the seventeenth century – over the centuries many Bowyer 

and Goodchilds had married each other. 

By the nineteenth century, the labourers of Stradishall had to frequently move for work 

going from one farm to another within a small part of Suffolk. They usually lived in cottages 

attached to the farms where they found work. Many of them also worked in the brickfields. 

The life was hard but could be healthy – many of them lived to old age. But by 1901 there 

were only 299 people in Stradishall, none of them called Bowyer or Goodchild. The dramatic 
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depopulation of Stradishall at this stage was due to many of its labourers leaving to work in 

the new industrial towns to the north. 

300 kilometres away, in North Yorkshire, the industrial town of Middlesbrough was 

growing. In 1853, the railway line was extended east of Middlesbrough, and ironworks began 

to be built east of the town. These ironworks needed workers who lived close by. In 1854 

land was set aside for a new town at North Ormesby, where houses would be constructed 

close to the ironworks (Figure 3). 

The population of the parish of Ormesby, of which North Ormesby was an increasingly 

populous part, grew rapidly. And so did the population who were born in Suffolk (Table 1).  

Year Population Born Suffolk Percentage born in Suffolk 

1851   444    0 0 

1861 1677    8 0.5 

1871 4553   32 0.7 

1881 7760 159 2.1 

1891 8821 178 2.0 

Table 1: The growth of Ormesby 

 

There were only 8 Suffolk folk in 1861, and they were not in North Ormesby, but in 

Normanby, slightly further east. Five of them were members of the Leggett family, whose 34 

year old head was an iron miner. Two of them were lodging with the Leggett family. Only 

one Suffolk-born resident of Ormesby was not living alongside other Suffolk people (he was 

a farm labourer). None of these were from the Stradishall area. But they were doing what we 

see over and over in those who migrated from Suffolk – they kept together. Single men often 

lodged with families from their home area. 

Between the 1871 and 1881 censuses, however, there is a massive increase in the total 

population. Living in North Ormesby in these years must have been like living in a building 

site as houses and infrastructure were developed over more than 3 decades. The 1892 

Ordnance Survey shows a completed central area, which is a well planned town, around its 

central market place, with church, chapels, schools and a hospital all in place. Although the 

town was planned, it took several decades to reach this level of development. The map 

(Reference Figure 4) shows how construction began in the north-west blocks, with Hampden, 
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Worsley and Stovin Streets, in that order xxxx. One or two early plots were developed in the 

north-east block soon after, and by 1871 the entire northern side was complete. By 1881 the 

southern side of the market place had been constructed. It is not surprising that many of the 

inhabitants worked either as brickmakers or bricklayers includinh)xxxxx_. 

There is a commensurate growth in the number of people a born in Suffolk. 2% of the 

population of Ormesby in 1881 had been born in Suffolk. And in 1891, 43 of those people 

from Suffolk came from Stradishall and its three closest neighbours. 

James and George are not known to have been blood relatives, though as their ancestors had 

been living in these villages for centuries, they were likely to have been distantly related. 

They were more recently linked by two marriages in their parents’ generation. Elizabeth 

Goodchild married Charles Bowyer, the half-brother of George’s father, and Mary Ann 

Goodchild married Henry Stubbings – they were the parents of James (Figure 3).  

The first member of this extended family to reach North Ormesby seems to have been 

James’s uncle, John Stubbings. John migrated from Cowlinge  to North Ormesby as a 

married man, accompanied by his wife Susan and their son. His second child was born in 

North Ormesby in 1867. In 1871 the family were living at 59 Stovin Street, North Ormesby 

and John was working as a labourer in the iron works. The Stubbings family had two lodgers 

with them. One was Thomas Symonds, aged 20, from Cowlinge, working as an iron labourer. 

The other was George Bowyer, born in Stradishall, aged 24, working as a bricklayer. No 

George Bowyer was born in Stradishall anywhere around 1847. I had been told as a child that 

my great-grandfather had run away from home at a young age, though if he did, he ran to a 

relative by marriage. I am sure this is my great-grandfather, adding a few years to his real age 

to avoid parental authority and to get a man’s wage. He may even have arrived with John 

Stubbings, as it seems likely be became “21” three years before the census. Meanwhile, in the 

census of Stradishall, George Bowyer appears as a 16 year old with his parents and brother, 

allegedly working as an agricultural labourer. He seems to have been double counted. 

Thomas Symonds, by the way, really was born in Cowlinge in 1851. 

Across the road from the Stubbings family and their lodgers lived a five year old girl, who 

would become George Bowyer’s wife in 1885. 

By 1881, the nephew of John Stubbings, James Stubbings, had arrived in North Ormesby. He 

did not follow the family tradition – he lodged at 52 Hampden Street with Samuel and Ann 
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Carter, who were from Wiltshire. James was a labourer in the ironworks. Eliza Holt, the girl 

he would marry a few months later, was working as live-in servant nearby. 

George Bowyer was one of eight children. At least 6 of them spent some time in North 

Ormesby. Only one of the siblings died in Stradishall, and she was only 18 years old when he 

died. After George’s mother died in 1886, his father, Thomas Bowyer, came to live in North 

Ormesby with his son Aquila -- in later life Aquila understandably adopted the name 

‘Thomas’. Thomas Bowyer died in North Ormesby aged 89 years, a lifespan 8 years more 

than that of the longest-lived of this children. 

Some of George’s other relatives came to North Ormesby too, including Richard Webb, born 

in Stradishall in 1851, and living in Pierson Street, North Ormesby, with his wife and first 

child, by 1891 – he was the son of Mary Ann Bowyer, and the ancestor of Pauline, who also 

identified herself in the Facebook discussion we had.  

Something else shared by some of our Stradishall families was religion. George and James 

were devout Methodists. In July 1881, James married Eliza Holt in Paradise Chapel, the 

United Methodist Free Church in North Ormesby. In  April 1885, George Bowyer married 

Hannah Davies in the Primitive Methodist Chapel in Gilkes Street, Middlesbrough. These 

were both non-Wesleyan Methodist chapels. There was a beautiful Primitive Methodist 

Chapel at Wickhambrook, erected in 1850, but in Stradishall, William Rayner, of Stradishall 

Place, paid in 1843 for the former workhouse to be converted to a Wesleyan Chapel (White 

1844). This might explain why George told his children that he had felt unable to practice his 

religion freely in Stradishall because of pressure from local grandees. 

Being Primitive Methodist had implications. The men of these families were usually teetotal 

and followed the tradition of handing over their entire pay to their wives. As a result, they 

were able (with a wife who was a good manager) to create a good standard of living for their 

families.  

We do not know exactly how George and James were connected to the other families with 

roots in the Stradishall area. There are likely to have been many ties of friendship, 

relationship, and religious fellowship, which we will never be able to know in full. But just 

exploring the links between our ancestors has given us a picture of how those who made this 

adventurous move cushioned their new life with people from their own home, something 

migrants have always done over the centuries, if they were able to. 
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Figure 1: Some North Ormesby links.The authors’ ancestors are on the bottom line. 

 

 

Figure 2: Stradishall and its neighbours in 1884 (Ordnance Survey). 

 

  

Figure 3:The growth of North Ormesby, 1853-1892 (Ordnance Survey). 
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Figure 4: The first 40 years of North Ormesby (Reference needed) 
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