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Brickmaking in Bunwell  
©  John Herne  
 
God kneaded clay and made Man. 

Man kneaded clay and made civilisation.
1 

 

 
For some two hundred years, until it ceased to operate in the early 20

th
 century, the brick-

making industry was a major employer in Bunwell.  This essay traces the history of the 

Bunwell brick kilns putting it into context with brickmaking in the rest of Norfolk. 

 

Those elements of the writerôs research which do not contribute directly to the narrative have 

been retained in the form of appendices. Words used to describe the differing jobs, processes, 

structures, equipment and utensils have varied across the country and through time: to assist 

the reader unfamiliar with the terminology, a glossary is provided at Appendix 1. Some 

references have been abbreviated.
2
 

 

 

BACKGROUND 
 

Sun-dried bricks were being made perhaps 10,000 years ago; later men learnt to make hard 

bricks by firing them at high temperatures.  The art of brickmaking is believed to have been 

brought to Britain by the Romans, and was lost after they left.  During the following centuries 

Roman bricks were re-used in Britain, particularly to make strong corners in localities where 

building stone was rare, or was, like flints, inappropriately shaped.  Brickmaking continued in 

Italy and southern France, and may have been re-introduced to England by monks from 

France.  The bricks they made were usually a similar size to the Roman ones, about 13 x 6 x 2 

inches, and have become known as óGreat Bricksô. 

 

Throughout the Middle Ages, trade links between Norfolk and Flanders and the Low 

Countries resulted in the gradual adoption of smaller bricks, about 81/2 x 4 x 2 inches.  Some 

                                                 
1
 Giovanni Peirs, óLa Terre Cuiteô, ( Liege, 1979)  

2
 C.U.L. = Cambridge University Library. 

E.R.O. = Essex Record Office. 

N.R.O. = Norfolk Record Office. 

W.T.A. = Wymondham Town Archive. 

E.D. Press = 'The Eastern Daily Press' newspaper. 

Norf. Chron. = óThe Norfolk Chronicle & Norwich Gazetteô newspaper. 

Norw. Merc. = óThe Norwich Mercuryô newspaper. 
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Flemish and Dutch brick and tile makers came to England to work, and passed on their skills 

to Englishmen. 

 

 
 

Figure 1.  Banyards Hall, Bunwell 

18
th
 century brick and pantile house, note Flemish-style stepped gable to porch 

1901 photograph reproduced by courtesy of John Child 

 

 

By the late 17
th
 century brick buildings were no longer uncommon, and there were many more 

brickmakers working in England.  Around a hundred years later most places in Norfolk were 

no more than a few miles from a brick kiln.  By 1858 there were 114 brickworks in Norfolk, 

more than in any other English county.
3
 

  

The coming of the railways in the 1840s, combined with much cheaper mass-produced 

Fletton bricks from 1881, reduced the competitiveness of those local brickworks sited near 

railway stations.  Most went out of business around the period 1890-1920. 

   

There were several attempts from 1477 to officially standardise the size of bricks made in 

England.
4
  Queen Elizabeth 1st granted a charter to brick and tile makers, following which a 

standard size of 9 x 41/4 x 21/4 inches became common, though variations in size continued.  In 

1849 the Statute Brick was required to be this size.
5
  Not all legislation on the size of bricks 

has been mentioned in this essay. 

 

Child labour was widespread in English brickyards, but following prolonged lobbying on 

governments, legislation in the 19
th
 century reduced the employment of children in these 

businesses.  

                                                 
3
 Mineral Statistics. Building Stone Returns, 1858  

4
 John Richardson, The Local Historianôs Encyclopedia,  (Historical Publications Ltd:1986)   

5
 Penny Berry, Bricks : A study of brick making and building in East Anglia, (Colchester: Pullet Press, 1988) 
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BRICKMAKING AT BUNWELL  
 

 
 

Figure 2.  A Horse-powered Pugmill
6
 

 

 

 

300 bricks together with an unspecified quantity of stones were purchased for the flooring of 

Bunwell Church in the year 1552.
7
 The cost of the bricks and stones was 1s. 4d., and the 

carriage of the bricks alone cost 8d.  That the carriage of those bricks added at least 50% to 

the cost of these materials is an indication that the bricks had to be transported some distance.  

Those bricks were unlikely to have been manufactured in Bunwell.  However, evidence of 

brickmaking in the village in the Tudor or Stuart periods is suggested by a number of 16th 

and 17th century vernacular buildings where irregular and un-fired bricks may be found, often 

in the central hearth and chimney.  Those bricks may have been made on site, and sun-dried.  

Ponds, frequently found adjacent to such cottages, suggest the source of the clay.  However, 

the earliest known written evidence suggesting brickmaking in Bunwell is to be found in a 

document in the Buxton Papers :- 

 
On 24th August 1726, Jonathan Hardyôs óbill of wood workô done for Magor [major] Buxton was paid.  

On his bill he had listed the number of faggots, etc., of differing types, which he had made.  Among these 

were - ókilne wood : 1300 : & : 1/2 : ------- £1. 0s. 3d.ô  Comparison with the rest of this bill suggests he 

had prepared 1350 faggots of wood for use in a kiln.
8
   The £1. 0s. 3d. must have been his wages for 

making up that much kiln wood, as that quantity could have been sold for over £4.
9
 

 

No location is given on the bill, but it is possible that Hardy worked as woodman in Banyards 

Wood in Bunwell, which was owned by the Buxton family, and that the kiln wood was to be 

used in a brick kiln or clamp at Bunwell.  It is unlikely that this quantity of faggots would 

have been prepared for transport to a kiln some miles from Bunwell, for it amounted to just 

over twenty two loads.  Carting it all to another village would have been expensive, and not 

economical, as wood suitable to make faggots for firing a kiln could have been sourced in any 

                                                 
6
 Photograph by Hallam Ashley FRPS. NRM Cat. No AA98/07202 

7
 N.R.O., PD 712/33/3. This is the earliest documentary evidence of brick use at Bunwell which the writer has 

seen. 
8
 C.U.L., Buxton Papers,69/114(13) 

9
 E.R.O., D/APb W2/41 
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village at that period.  A man named Jonathan Hardy is known to have resided at Bunwell by 

the year 1716, and he was still there in 1726.
10

  

 

 

Early brickmaking sites in Bunwell  
 

There is evidence to suggest that in the early 18th century two sites in Bunwell could have 

been used for brickmaking. 

 

Brownôs Close 

From To Owner Tenant/Occupier  

1730 1732 Stephen Brown John Auger Auger died 1731/1732 

1731/32 1732 Stephen Brown Stephen Brown  

1733  Stephen Brown Peter Buck  

 

Philipsô Close 

From To Owner Tenant/Occupier  

1730  Robert Philips Robert Philips  

1730 1731 Robert Philips Will Ellis   

1731 1733 Robert Philips Will Ellis?  

1734 1734 Robert Philips Peter Buck Robert Philips died 1734 

1734 1742 John Mallom Peter Buck Owned by right of his wife 

Phillis daughter of Robert 

Philips 

1756? 1761 John Mallom jnr  Peter Roberts John jnr. owner after death of 

mother Phillis 

1761  Dr Charles Roope  Purchased 1761? 

 1778 Dr Charles Roope Pottle Dr. Roope  died ca.1780, wife 

Eleanor had life interest. 

1784  Eleanor Roope  Kiln had gone by this date 

 
 Figure 3.  Bunwell Brick Kilns: Tables of Probable Owners and Tenants. 

Note: The above tables embody a number of assumptions and for strict accuracy 

reference should be made to the discussion that follows 

 

 

Brown's Brick-kiln Close 

Someone with the surname Augur was, in 1730 and 1731, tenant of a óBrick-kiln Closeô
11

 in 

Bunwell, the owner of which was Stephen Brown of Carleton Rode.
12

  There was a John 

Auger, yeoman, residing at Carleton Rode by 1722, who died between 19th October 1731 and 

14th April 1732, and it is likely that he had been the tenant.  On Augur's death, Brown, the 

owner, 'took into his own hands' this Brick-kiln Close, until Michaelmas 1732.
13

 

                                                 
10

 N.R.O., PD 712/2.  (About the year 1731 a Jonathan Hardy occupied a farm at Bunwell Beck at an annual rent 

of £30, and also rented land called Futters alias Funnells near Banyards Wood. Hardy left this farm at 

Michaelmas 1735.  N.R.O., PD 712/32) 
11

 óCloseô in this sense means an enclosure 
12

 The tenant was probably John Augur, who in September 1727 was the occupier of premises known as 

óCullyersô in Bunwell, though he did not reside in Bunwell at that time. óCullyersô was located somewhere in 

óthe western partô of Bunwell. The ówestern partô was described as being that part of the parish ófrom the church 

to Little Green and so on westward.ô There is no known record of the use of óCullyersô, so it may or may not 

have been used for brickmaking. 
13

 Michaelmas, a quarterly rent day when many tenancies were renewed or changed. 29
th
 September  
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From then until Michaelmas 1733, Peter Buck appears to have been in occupation of Stephen 

Brownôs óBrick-kiln Closeô.  Buck lived at óthe Public House near Bunwell Church.ô  This 

was not the óold alehouse near Bunwell churchô, which existed at the same time, but may have 

been the premises known for generations as the 'Queenôs Head'.
14

 

 

The exact location in Bunwell of Brown's Brick-kiln Close cannot be established from 

surviving documents, nor can it be shown that brickware was being manufactured there 

during this period: though the very name indicates that it either was, or had been. 

 

Philipsô Brick-kiln Close 

In addition to the one owned by Stephen Brown, there was simultaneously another óBrick-kiln 

Closeô in Bunwell.
15

  This other was owned by the year 1730 by Robert Philips
16

 of Aslacton, 

and was described as being an óencosed [enclosed] piece near Banyards Wood, wherein is the 

Brick Kilnô.   That year Philips himself occupied it, until Michaelmas.  From then until 

Michaelmas 1731 the tenant was óWill Ellis of Carletonô (probably Carleton Rode).   The 

tenant from then until Michaelmas 1733 is not known, but was possibly Ellis. 

 

From Michaelmas 1734 (perhaps from Michaelmas 1733) Peter Buck occupied óPhillipsô 

Brick kiln closeô.  He was the man who two years before had been the occupier of Stephen 

Brownôs óBrick-kiln Close.ô  Buck was tenant of Philipsô Brick-kiln Close until at least 

Michaelmas 1742. 

 

Peter Buck was liable to pay tithes to the Reverend James Baldwin, rector of Bunwell, and the 

composition for tithes due from Philipsô Brick-kiln Close was four shillings a year.  When in 

June 1735 Buck paid his tithes for the year 1734 for this close, he argued that the tithe 

payment he owed the rector for other premises should be reduced because of ó12 pavementsô 

he had supplied to the rector.  The rector dismissively penned a note: óthey were not 

pavements, but brick & no more than 6ô.   However, Buck was successful in offsetting some 

of his tithes in 1742 and 1743, when he supplied 500 bricks in each of those years to Rector 

Baldwin, which were valued at 20 shillings per thousand.  (Buck had paid two shillings a year 

for tithes when he had Brownôs Brick-kiln Close, which suggests that that was a smaller piece 

of land). 
17

 

 

The supply by Peter Buck of brickware in 1734, 1742 and 1743, during the period of his 

tenancy of Philips' Brick-kiln Close, does suggest that it was being manufactured there in 

those years: however, it is not known if Buck was personally involved in brickmaking.  He 

was still an innholder, and may have employed others to do the work for him.  A poor rate 

made for the parish of Bunwell on 6
th
 October 1757 lists the occupiers of lands assessed to 

pay this rate, including óPeter Buck for Brick kilnô.  (The owner was not recorded).  This was 

possibly Philipsô Brick-kiln Close.
18

 

 

A series of records (terriers) of church (glebe) lands in Bunwell include references to 

adjoining lands, including some land with a brick kiln.  (It is important to recognise that the 

terriers covered only a relatively small part of the total lands in Bunwell, so if there was 

                                                 
14

 N.R.O., PD 712/32 
15

N.R.O.,  PD 712/32 
16

 The surname was spelt Philips in some documents and Phillips in others.  No signature of his has been found 

to establish how he spelt his name. 
17

 N.R.O., PD 712/32 
18

 N.R.O., PD 712/49 
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another location of brickmaking in the village it was not noted in these documents).  The 1747 

terrier does not mention a brick kiln, but whether there was none at that date, or whether it 

was simply omitted in the description cannot now be known.  The 1760 terrier lists a piece of 

glebe land 'in the Road by the Brick Kiln.'  This brick kiln was apparently still standing in 

1777 (though whether it was then still being used is not stated), but had gone by 1784 when 

the same location was described as 'Mrs Roopes land in which was formerly a Brickiln.'
19

  

 

It is possible, even likely, that óMrs Roopes land in which was formerly a Brickilnô is the 

close previously held by Robert Philips of Aslacton.  Robert Phillips, gentleman, died 

between 19th April and 22nd October 1734.  His only daughter, and heiress, was Phillis, wife 

of John Mallom, esquire.
20

  The transfer of Philips' Brick-kiln Close to Mallom was noted 

contemporaneously by the Bunwell rector.
21

  Phillis Mallom died before 27th April 1756, 

before her husband, and leaving a son, also named John Mallom, who was then under 21 

years old.
22

 

 

A Norwich newspaper printed a notice of property to be auctioned on 22nd May 1761, 

 
 óA Brick-kiln and about two Acres of Land in Bunwell, in the Occupation of Peter Roberts, under

 Lease for seven years to come, at the Yearly Rent of Five Guineas.ô 

 

Prospective purchasers could obtain details from John Ramey, esquire, of Great Yarmouth, or 

John Mallom, esquire, of Aslacton.
23

 

 

The advertisement did not specify who owned the property for sale, though in view of his 

known earlier family connection to a brick kiln close it might well have been Mallom.  John 

Mallom of Aslacton, esquire, by his will dated 12th September 1761, instructed his executors 

to sell all his real estate at Bunwell and elsewhere.
24

  He died that month.  His will did not 

describe in detail any of his Bunwell property, thus it has not been ascertained whether the 

brick kiln offered for sale in May 1761 was purchased at the auction. 

 

The evidence from the Bunwell terriers of 1777 and 1784 suggests that it had possibly been 

bought by Doctor Roope.  Charles Roope was a surgeon at Pulham Market who, by his will 

dated 1st August 1778,
25

 devised all his freehold and copyhold lands in Bunwell, including 

óa Close called the Brickkiln Close now in the occupation of Pottle or his assignsôto his wife 

Eleanor (nee Collin) for her lifetime, with reversion to his son George Roope.  This close was 

held by Charles as tenant of the Manor of Banyards Hall in Hadeston.  Charles died about 

1780, and his widow some time before 14th April 1795, when George, by then a surgeon at 

Pulham Market, became manorial tenant of this close.
26

  'Pottle' has not been identified.  

Persons of this name did live in Bunwell and Carleton Rode in the 18th century. 

 

The land which was owned by Mrs. Roope in 1784, in which 'was formerly a Brickiln', was 

later sold.  William Phillippo bought it, but had died by 1806, when it was described as 'the 

late William Phillippo's land in which was formerly a Brickilnô.  In 1811 this same land was 

                                                 
19

 N.R.O., PD 712/17 ; PD 712/18/1,2 ; PD 712/108/1 
20

 N.R.O., MC 1807/25, Manor of Bunwell, Carleton, Tibenham with the Members, court book 1734-1760 
21

 N.R.O., PD 712/32 
22

 N.R.O., MC 1807/25 
23

 Norw. Merc., May 9, 1761 
24

 N.R.O., Arch. Nfk. will 119, year 1761 
25

 P.C.C., Wills 1780, No.210 
26

 N.R.O., MC1807/18 
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owned by someone named Philippo, and several documents from 1813 to 1871
27

 still 

described it as 'the late William Phillippo's land in which was formerly a Brickilnô.  This 

shows that the location of this brick kiln was not the same location as the one(s) in operation 

by 1861 to the east of Brick Kiln Lane (the last one(s) to operate in the village). 

 

The evidence does suggest that the brick kiln owned in 1730 by Robert Philips passed 

subsequently into the ownership of the Mallom, the Roope, and then the Phillippo families. 

Where exactly was it?  The words and phrases used in the available surviving documents to 

describe the location of pieces of land in Bunwell during the period under study are not very 

helpful, and do not make it possible to state with certainty the location of this (or any other 

early brick kiln).  A note made by a rector of Bunwell in 1871
28

 does, however, prove that it 

was at what is now called Bunwell Hill, and was apparently about 200 yards west of the 

junctions of The Hill, Wood Lane, and Brick Kiln Lane: though whether on the south side of 

the road (The Hill) or the north is not certain.  The south side seems more likely from the 

various descriptions recorded. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.  Possible location of Philipsô Brick-Kiln Close. 

 

 

The lease of Peter Roberts, tenant in 1761 of this Bunwell kiln, has not been traced: it may not 

have survived.  Another mid 18
th
 century Norfolk lease with approximately the same amount 

of land has survived, and that of Roberts may have had similar provisions. 

 

On 1st December 1738 two and a half acres of land at Gayton Thorpe were leased by a 

ógentlemanô for a five year period, at an annual rent of £1. 5s. payable each 29th September 

(Michaelmas). The landlord granted liberty for the lessee to erect a óbrick kiln & shudô 

thereupon, and to ódigg earth and make all such bricks tile lumps or pavementsô.  The lessee 

agreed to build a brick kiln upon the said land ólarge enough to burn off twenty thousand 

brick & to keep & at the end of the said term to leave the same in good repairô, and to óbuild a 

shud for tile & to thatch the same with strawô.  The landlord agreed to provide timber for this 

shed.  The lessee agreed to supply the landlord with any quantity of brickware he required at 

stipulated prices.
29

  The gentleman concerned would have entered into this undertaking with 

the hope of making a profitable investment.  He would not have done the work himself, but 

would have employed someone, or perhaps sub-let the business.  The landlord would 

                                                 
27

 N.R.O., PD 712/108/3 & PD 712/18/3-8 
28

 N.R.O., PD 712/18/8 
29

 N.R.O., BIR 31/28, 396x7 
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anticipate, in addition to the small rent, a supply of bricks at a little below the usual market 

price. 

 

Peter Roberts may have continued to operate Bunwell brick kiln to the end of his lease around 

1768.  However, an entry in Bunwell overseers' accounts for the half year ending at 23rd 

April 1764, 'oncolexted [uncollected poor rate] for ye Brick 2s. 2d.' might suggest that land in 

which there was, or had been, a brick kiln, was vacant.
30

 

 

Who was Peter Roberts?   A daughter of Peter and Dorothy Roberts was baptised at Bunwell 

in November 1770.
31

  If this is the man who leased the brick kiln at Bunwell, he died aged 68 

in December 1806, and was buried at Carleton Rode.
32

  He had been a farmer at Carleton 

Rode prior to his death. 

 

By 1770 or 1771, a man named Clark seems to have been producing bricks and tiles in the 

village.
33

  A John Clark of Bunwell married Mary Burgess in 1763. They had several 

children. Mary died in 1774, but John was still resident in the village in September 1775, 

having been for a couple of years in occasional receipt of parish relief, which indicates he was 

not then likely to have been running a brickmaking concern, or if he was it was not 

sufficiently profitable to support his family. 

 

A notice to bricklayers was published in May 1778 in a Norwich newspaper on behalf of 

seven manufacturers of bricks, tiles, pavements, and other ware.
34

  One of these was a John 

Clark. The notice did not identify the parishes where these men manufactured their brickware. 

Was this John Clark of Bunwell?  It is possible he was, however, a óJohn Clarkeô was buried 

at Bunwell on 1st April 1776. 

 
From 1778 or thereabouts when a person named Pottle (or an under-tenant) may have made 

bricks at Phillipsô Brick kiln Close, until the Smith family began their industrial brickmaking 

operation in 1860 at a different location, it would seem that there were periods of little or no 

brickmaking in Bunwell.  However, some documentary evidence does exist of brickmaking 

from the 1820s onwards.  (See Appendix 2 for a discussion of evidence of brick use in the 

village 1778-1860). 

 

During the years 1819 to 1823 the children of three men recorded as being either a 

brickmaker or a brickman were baptised at Bunwell.
35

 They may have worked in Bunwell 

producing brickwares, though it is possible they travelled to employment at brickworks 

elsewhere. 

                                                 
30

 N.R.O., PD 712/49 
31

 N.R.O., PD 712/2 
32

 N.R.O., PD 254/1-3 
33

 N.R.O., MC 206/2, (receipt/expenditure account book of Dr. Edmund Newdigate of Watton, who owned a 

farm at Bunwell, tenanted from Michaelmas 1756 to at least August 1774 by Robert Wiggit) 
34

 Norw. Merc., May 30, 1778 
35

 N.R.O., PD 712/5 
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The earliest evidence found for brickmaking on the site of the later Smithôs brickworks is a 

map of Norfolk published in 1826, from surveys done in the years 1824-26, which shows a 

brick kiln marked at Bunwell south of Bunwell Wood, see Figure 5.
36

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.  Bryantôs 1826 Map 

 

The Lane to the west of the brick kiln shown on the 1826 map was, on a later map, published 

on 1
st
 January 1838, known as óBrickiln Laneô, see Figure 6.

37
 This lane is located on the 

1838 map in its present (2011) position, but no building is identified as a brick kiln, and no 

buildings are shown to the east of the lane (where the brickworks are known to have been in 

1861). 

 

 
 

Figure 6.  1838 O.S. Map 

                                                 
36

 A. Bryant, Map of the County of Norfolk from Actual Survey, (London: A. Bryant, 1826) 
37

 Sheet 66 (Norwich), Ordnance Map Office, London 1838 
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Owen James of Bunwell, born there in the 1920s, recalled, 

 
 Old men when I was a boy talked about how before the brick kilns were built at Bunwell, brickmaking 

 in the village was done at [what was later called] Brick Kiln Farm.  There was no kiln then: bricks were 

 fired in a clamp.  

 

The extent of Brick Kiln Farm alias Wood Farm during the 18
th
 and 19

th
 centuries cannot be 

ascertained with certainty.  However, in 1919 it was known to be as shown in Figure 7. 

 

Gerald Hewett, born at Bunwell in 1922, recalled that in the 1920s there were the remains of 

another brickworks in the parish, sited at the southern end of Brick Kiln Lane, near where a 

track known colloquially as Dead Nettle Lane branched left towards Cow lane, and that a 

stream ran close by the site. 

 

 
 

Figure 7.  Brick Kiln Farm in 1919 

 

This information suggests that after the last certain date known for a brick kiln at Bunwell 

during the 18
th
 century (1777), and before the establishment of the final site of brick kilns in 

the village (i.e. at some date before the 1826 map), there was a period when no brick kiln was 

in use: but bricks continued to be burnt in clamps.  What cannot be established is whether 

brickmaking continued year after year or was only done in some years between 1777 and 

1861. 
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The Smith family and the site of the last Bunwell brickworks  
 

The brick kiln(s) operated by the Smith family members from 1861 (or a few years before) 

were located adjacent to Brick Kiln Lane, in a piece of land which had been numbered 519 on 

the tithe map.  This piece of land was owned in December 1838 by John Jacob Buxton, and 

his family continued to own it until after Bunwell brickworks ceased to operate.  In December 

1838 the tenant of number 519 was Edmund Bale, a farmer, and this land was then described 

as 'arable'.  This land numbered 519 was approximately the location on the 1826 map of 'brick 

kilns', so perhaps Edmund Bale, or an under-tenant, did make use of a kiln on this land? 

 

                                  
 

Figure 8.  Bill Heading Used by Robert Smith in 1862 

 

 

A printed bill heading used by Robert Smith in October 1862 began with the words óBunwell 

Brick Kilnô, which seems to indicate that at that time there was only one kiln at his 

brickworks, although possibly he was using up his stock of bills before having new ones 

printed with óBunwell Brick Kilnsô.  The printed bill heading he used in November 1865 

began with the words óBunwell Brick Kilnsô, which probably indicates that by then there was 

more than one kiln at his brickworks. 

 

 
 

Figure 9.  Bill Heading Used by E.J. Smith in 1908 

 

All printed bill headings after that used by Robert, and later by Eldon James Smith, begin 

with the words óBunwell Brick Kilnsô. 
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Robert (1) Smith - born 1812, died 1885 

Robert, son of John Smith of Bunwell, bricklayer, and his wife Susan (late Ludkin), was born 

at Bunwell on the 6th January 1812.
38

  He probably resided in the village of his birth all his 

life.  By 1833 he was a bricklayer,
39

 and by 1851 was a master bricklayer employing one man 

and one apprentice.  He did well and by 1858 was a builder and brickmaker.  In 1861 he 

employed 18 men and 11 boys.  Most of them would have worked in the brickmaking and 

building trades, though probably one or two would have laboured on his nine acre farm.  

Thereafter Robert remained the largest employer in Bunwell, in 1871 providing jobs for 18 

men and 10 boys.  The number employed at his Bunwell brickworks in 1881 was 14 men and 

2 boys.
40

 

 

He described himself as a brickmaker of Bunwell when he made his last will and testament in 

1879, but as a retired brickmaker when he made a codicil to this will on 14th June 1882.
41

  

 

 
 

Figure 10.  Beulah House, The Manse at Chapel Lane 

 

 

A deacon and benefactor of the Particular Baptist Church at Carleton Rode, Robert Smith had 

his men do building work at the Baptist chapel, and one occasion in 1867 gave drainage pipes, 

which had probably been made at his Bunwell brickworks.  He provided one of his cottages 

for the use of the pastor,
42

 and in 1882 built a new manse in óBunwell white brickô at Chapel 

Lane, Carleton Rode.
43

 

 

Robertôs two wives and three daughters all pre-deceased him.  He had no grandchildren. 
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Robert (2) Smith - born 1828, died 1886 

Robert, son of James Smith, farmer and bricklayer, and his wife Mary (nee Moore), was born 

at Forncett St Peter on 15th March 1828.
44

   Resident at Bunwell from an early age, by 1851 

Robert was a bricklayer.  In 1871 Robert was a bricklayer and brickmaker, employing three 

men and two boys.
45

  

 

Robert (2) was known in Bunwell as 'Robert Smith junior' to distinguish him from his uncle, 

Robert (1).  Both followed similar occupations contemporaneously.  'Robert Smith junior' was 

recorded as a bricklayer at Bunwell in the years 1872 and 1877
46

 and as a builder and 

brickmaker at Bunwell in 1883.
47

  He was described in 1881 as a builder, employing six men 

and four boys.
48

  It is not known if any of his employees in 1871 or 1881 were working for his 

building business, or for him as a brickmaker.  Indeed it has not been established if he had a 

brickmaking business prior to the retirement of his uncle, Robert (1) in 1881 or 1882.  He 

may have done: or possibly the occasional mention of him as a brickmaker after 1871 referred 

to his being actually engaged part-time in moulding bricks at his uncleôs business premises. 

 

One extant document, apparently written by a member of the Betts family of Bunwell, dated 

21st January 1884, records óR. Smith bill, brick for well T. Turner £4. 3s. 9dô.  Was he 

charging for the supply of bricks to build or repair a well, or for the bricklayerôs work?  If the 

former, perhaps he was manufacturing bricks, though he may have sold some he had in stock 

which had been manufactured during the period his uncle ran a Bunwell brickworks.
49

  

Perhaps in the period 1871-1881 Robert (2) and his uncle Robert (1) ran two separate 

brickmaking businesses at Bunwell.  It is said that in the 1920s there were the remains of 

another brickworks in the parish, sited at the southern end of Brick Kiln Lane, near where a 

track known colloquially in the 1920s as 'Dead Nettle Lane' branched left towards Cow Lane. 

Cow Lane exits near Quaker Farmhouse.  A stream ran close by this second brickworks.
50

 

 

 Robert (2) was described as a builder of Bunwell when on 8th July 1885 he was at Norwich 

as one of the executors of the will of his late uncle, Robert (1) Smith
51

: but was described as a 

brickmaker of Bunwell in October that year when, as an executor, he sold land of his uncle's 

estate.
52

 
 

A notice of Robert (2) Smithôs death described him as a builder and brick and tile 

manufacturer. 
53

 His own will made provision for his son Alfred to take over his building 

business at Bunwell, and for his son Eldon James to take over his brickmaking business.
54

  In 

the event, Alfred died young, and Eldon James Smith ran both businesses. 

 

Eldon James Smith - born 1864, died 1936 

Son of Robert (2) Smith, bricklayer, and his wife Keziah (nee Kemp), Eldon was born at 
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Bunwell on 17th September 1864. 
55

  Educated at New Buckenham Church of England 

School, 
56

 Eldon was working by 1881 as a builder and bricklayer, probably for his father, or 

for his uncle, Robert (1) Smith.
57

 

  

His father, by his will made just before his death in 1886, made provision for Eldon to take 

over his brickmaking business at Bunwell, though his trustees could, at their discretion, run it 

until Eldonôs youngest surviving sibling was 21 years old, and then they had to offer it for 

sale to Eldon.  When a sister died in 1892, all the remaining siblings were over 21.  However, 

Eldon may already have purchased the brickmaking business, as in 1891 he was described as 

a builder and a brick and tile manufacturer, and an employer of labour.
58

 

 

Eldon Smith continued to run the brickmaking business at Bunwell until it ceased to operate. 

He then concentrated on expanding his building and contracting business, and also bought up 

farms in the area. He remained a major employer in the village until the 1920s. 

 

 

The fuel  used to fire brickwa re at Bunwell  
 

In 1726 wood faggots may well have been used to fire a kiln or clamp at Bunwell (see above), 

but it is known that in the final years coal was used for this purpose. When did the change of 

fuel take place? 

 

Coal for Bunwell in the 18th century would have been transported by collier from the north-

east ports, mainly Newcastle, to Great Yarmouth, and then by keel or wherry up the River 

Yare to Norwich merchants.  It would be purchased from them and be taken by horse-drawn 

waggons to Bunwell.   

 

Coal was available to brickmakers at Bunwell by 1733.  However it is very unlikely that they 

used it during this period.
59

  It was not cheap enough.  A chaldron of coals would have been 

enough to burn around 2,500 bricks
60

  and would have cost a Bunwell brickmaker £1 12s. 6d. 

In 1734 that quantity of bricks sold in Norfolk for £1 11s. 3d.
61

   Not all of those 2,500 fired 

bricks would have been of merchantable quality, so the price to be obtained would have been 

perhaps 10% less.  Once the cost of a lease of the brickground, wages, and other necessary 

expenditure are taken into account, it will be evident that coal as kiln fuel at Bunwell in 1733 

would have been prohibitively expensive. 

 

So, bricks at Bunwell around this time must have been burnt using wood. The ókilne woodô 

prepared by Jonathan Hardy at Bunwell in 1726 would have been sufficient to fire a little over 

20,000 bricks, and the cost of this fuel to a Bunwell brickmaker would have been no more 

than 6s. to 7s. per thousand bricks.  Wood for firing did become more expensive later in the 

18
th
 century.  In 1767 in Essex a load of óbrushwood or sprayeô cost 8s., and a load of óbroomô 
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10s.  A load of either would burn about a thousand bricks, which would sell in the 1760s for 

around £1 2s. 6d.
62

   Since an adequate supply of suitable wood was available at Bunwell at 

that time, wood could well have been the principal, if not the only fuel, used by brickmakers 

there. 

 

In 1756 a newly-constructed kiln at Cringleford was fired with wood, even though coal was 

readily available two or three miles away in Norwich, suggesting that coal was at that time 

still uneconomic for brickmaking.
63

 

 

 By 1810 at least one of the brickmakers at nearby Wymondham was using coal, so perhaps it 

was also used by then at Bunwell.
64

  Certainly by the end of the 18
th
 century the parish 

officers of Bunwell were obtaining coal to supply to poor people in the village.  Initially, the 

farmers or tradesmen provided the transport to collect coal from Norwich, but for a time until 

1825, when he became bankrupt, William Chasteney of Bunwell, coal merchant, dealer and 

chapman, is likely to have had his own coal yard in the village.
65

  The master brickmaker at 

Bunwell brick kilns may have been one of his best customers.  

 

 

Living  near Bunwell  brickworks  
 

When the kilns were alight, smoke from them could be unpleasant for nearby residents.  One 

early 19
th
 century writer described the smoky smell as being óexactly like carrion, to such a 

degree as to excite nauseaô.
66

  An aristocrat complained that his London residence was 

ópoisoned with the brick kilns and other abominable smells.ô
67

    In the later 19
th
 century, the 

lessee of a brickfield in Norfolk agreed to indemnify the lessor against complaints about the 

smoke, smell, etc., of the brickmaking process.
68

  

 

Many of those residing near Bunwell brickworks relied, at least for some of the year, on 

employment there, or worked for the Smith brickmakers in their building or farming 

businesses, and so may have been more ready to put up with any unpleasant smoke and smell 

from the kilns.  Moaning about it to a major employer in the village would have been unwise. 

 

How bad was the aroma of Bunwell brickmaking?  Bricks made there were unlikely to have 

contained substances often used well into the 19
th
 century by brickmakers in Englandôs 

rapidly expanding urban conurbations: scavengerôs sweepings from streets
69

, and óexcrements 

taken out of necessary houses.ô
70

   The stench around Bunwell brickworks was probably not 

so noisome. It is interesting to note however, that when in 1882 Robert Smith, the owner of 

the Bunwell brickmaking business, purchased land in Carleton Rode, the conveyance 

stipulated that no 'noxious or offensive trade or business' was to be carried on there.
71
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Bric kware produc tion  at the Smiths ô brickworks  
 

 No records have been found of the quantity of bricks or tiles produced at Bunwell in any one 

year.  The capacity of the kiln(s) is not known.  However, many village brick kilns would 

burn around 30,000 or 40,000 bricks.  When a brickground at Downham Market, Norfolk, 

was offered for sale in 1821, the kiln on the premises was brick-built, was capable of 

containing 40,000 bricks, and sufficient clay had already been raised to make 300,000 to 

400,000 bricks that season.  This suggests up to ten firings in that kiln during the months of 

brick-burning.
72

  The kiln at Newton Flotman, not far from Bunwell, was used for ten firings 

in the year 1833.
73

  This probably represented a kiln being operated to something like full 

capacity for the year.  

 

 
 

Figure11.  Houses at Bunwell Hill Built by Robert Smith 

 

There were two kilns at Bunwell during the last decades of manufacturing there, so, even if 

both were not fully in use throughout each season, several hundred thousand bricks would 

probably have been the annual output.  Approximately 25,000 bricks, 1,500 pan tiles, and 30 

ridge tiles, would have been needed to build a cottage,
74

 so it is likely that those built at 

Bunwell Hill by Robert Smithôs workmen were constructed with brickware from his own 

brickworks.  
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The people who made brickware at Bunwell  
 

Of the Bunwell brickyard workers in the first half of the 19th century, only three are known 

by name: Benjamin Sair (1819) and George Rade (1821 and 1823) were recorded as brick-

makers, and Robert Catchpole (1821) as a brickman.
75

  For the period between 1823 and 1856 

no documentation has been found to identify anyone involved in brick or tile manufacture at 

Bunwell. The census of 1841 shows six bricklayers and six masons living in the village, and 

that of 1851 names twenty-two bricklayers.  Brick and tile making was not usually a full-time 

occupation, so it is possible that some of these did work at a brickyard in Bunwell.  However, 

it is also possible that there was no active brickworks in the village during that period, though 

the number of bricklayers suggests that there was significant building or re-building in bricks 

in the locality, and thus a strong demand for bricks and tiles.  Perhaps these were brought to 

the Bunwell area from brickworks at Banham or Wymondham, but as there were known 

deposits of suitable brick earth in Bunwell it would have made economic sense to 

manufacture brickware in the village. 

 

Many more names are known from 1861 until the closure of Bunwell brickworks. Twenty 

surnames have been identified: See Appendix 7.  There may have been other persons 

employed there who have not been recorded for posterity.  Some families had a long 

association with the brickworks: for example, one of the Hewett family (Richard) was 

working there by 1856, and men and boys of that family continued in such employment up 

until brickmaking ceased at Bunwell.
76

  This family dwelt in one of the cottages at Bunwell 

Hill which had been erected by the Smiths for their brickyard workers. The wages of this 

Richard Hewett as a brickmaker in 1856 are not known, but that year at Alby village 

brickworks in Norfolk a brickmaker received 4 shillings for every thousand bricks he made.
77

 

 

No evidence has been found of women or girls working in brick manufacture at Bunwell, but 

that does not mean they did not do so at some period. The earliest known record of boys 

employed at Bunwell brickworks dates from 1861, and this is also the year when the youngest 

known worker was employed there: 12 year old Benjamin Leverett.  Males of the same family 

often worked together: Benjaminôs two older brothers were also at Bunwell brickworks in 

1861, and James Burrows and his two sons in 1871.  Fewer boys seem to have been employed 

from the late 1870s, though whether this was as a result of legislation or of education at the 

new Board School in the village cannot be established with certainty.
78

 

 

There is evidence to suggest that by 1870 labouring in the brickyard at Bunwell was not 

popular work, and that it was not easy to find youths to perform it.  In that year Joshua 

Quantrill, a brickmaker employed by Robert Smith in his Bunwell brickyard, hired Horace 

Knights as his labourer for the period from 6th April to 11th October.  Horace was 16 or 17 

years old.  It seems he was to be paid 10d. a day, but for the month around harvest was to be 

given an extra shilling a week, presumably to discourage him from leaving the brickyard to 

work in the fields, where he could expect higher wages bringing in the crops.  However, 

Horace did leave to get harvest work without giving notice, and Quantrill could not find 

another boy to take his place, putting him and his employer to the greatest inconvenience.  
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Horace subsequently took out an action against Joshua Quantrill in the County Court, 

claiming that he was owed some of his wages.  During the court hearing, Horace claimed that 

after he had left, Quantrill told him he must return, óor there will be murder in the brickyardô. 

Evidence was given by Horaceôs mother, and by Noah Matthews (who probably worked at 

Bunwell brickyard), but Horace lost the argument in court, and was non-suited.
79

 

 

The job titles given the workers at Bunwell brickworks by the census enumerators in 1861 

and 1871 were not very specific.
80

  Except in a few exceptional cases each one was described 

as a óbrickmakerô.  It is highly unlikely that Benjamin Leverett, aged 12, Matthew Burrows, 

13, and Henry Hewitt, 14, were engaged in the tasks of moulder, setter, or burner.  They are 

likely to have worked at tempering and carrying.  Because of this lack of detail by the 

enumerator, and the total lack of any existing Bunwell brickworks records (except for a few 

bills), we cannot tell the specialisations of each employee. 

 

The exceptions are these: William Saunders (1881) and James Hales (1894
81

 -1901) were 

both in their time foreman, and Mr. Utting was manager at the time of closure of the 

brickworks;
82

 Robert Hewett (1871), John Groom (1881), and John Hewett (1881-1901) were 

tile-makers; James Mickleburgh (1891) was a pipe-maker; Robert Hutton (1891-1901) was a 

brick-burner; and Charles Daynes, aged 14, (1901) was the teamster of the brickyard.
83

 

 

The work done by young Charles Daynes probably included delivering brickware to 

customers by horse-drawn vehicle.  Another youngster did so on at least one occasion.  Their 

employer, Eldon Smith, owned Villa Farm, Bunwell.  Elijah James worked in the Bunwell 

Brickyard.  One day, in 1905 or 1906, the horseman who used to feed the bullocks on Villa 

Farm was ill, so Eldon told Elijah, then aged 15, that he would have to see to the feeding. 

 

Eldon then ordered Elijah to take a load of bricks from Bunwell Brickworks to premises he 

was building at Kenninghall, which were to be a home for inebriates.  Elijah had never been 

so far from Bunwell, and did not know the way.  Eldon told him the horses knew the way, and 

they did.  Elijah dozed off on the waggon, and when he awoke he found himself at the 

Kenninghall building site.  He returned, late in the day, to Bunwell, assuming that the 

bullocks would have been fed by someone else, but Eldon told him to see to the animals.  

Elijah pointed out that he had already worked longer than his normal working hours that day, 

and asked if he was to be paid overtime money for feeding the bullocks.  Eldon replied that 

the boy had seen some of the world he had not visited before, and had done so in work time, 

so he would not pay him extra for feeding the animals. 

 

Perhaps Charles Daynes was also responsible for fetching coal for the brickworks. 

 
Coal was fetched from Forncett railway station in horse-drawn waggons: up to three tons a load. 

Every week or so the horses had to be re-shod with high quality steel road shoes.  It was a difficult 

job for the horses and horseman, particularly when there was ice or frost on the roads. Controlling 

the waggon going downhill took skill. Supplying the kilns with coal may have been a full-time job 

for a horseman.
84

 
 

                                                 
79

 The Norfolk News, Feb.11, 1871 
80

 The National Archive: RG 9/1234, RG 10/1837 
81

 'Norf. Chron., December 15 & 22, 1894 
82

 Owen Stewart James, 1983 
83

 The National Archive: RG 10/1837, RG 11/1970, RG 12/1546, RG 13/1864 
84

 Owen Stewart James, 2007 



BUNWELL HERITAGE GROUP 20 

 

The closure of Bunwell brickworks.  
 

Eldon James Smith was the last person to own a brickmaking business at Bunwell. It had 

ceased to operate by the year 1910. The exact date is unknown.  On 15th December 1915, he 

sent a bill to Mr. Parkinson of Silfield Lodge, Wymondham, for building work done. The bill 

heading was óE.J. Smith, Bunwell Steam Joinery and Brick Kilns, Builder and Contractor, 

Manufacturer of Red and White Bricks, Corrugated and Pantiles ; Stable and Paving Bricks, 

Draining and Socket Pipes, Chimney Pots, etcô. The pre-printed bill heading also included the 

year 190-, and had been filled in as 1915. The inference is that by 1900 this was the bill 

heading used at Bunwell by E.J. Smithôs businesses, and was still being used at least as late as 

1915, though other evidence shows that by then the brickmaking business at Bunwell was no 

longer in operation. The materials used by E.J. Smithôs workmen on the job for Mr. Parkinson 

included óPeterboroô Bricksô, which is also suggests that bricks were no longer being 

manufactured at Bunwell.
85

 

  

In May 1919, when the Buxton Estates were put up for auction, it was recorded that there 

were two brick kilns on Brick Kiln Lane, Bunwell, though apparently not in use.
86
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LAYOUT AND WORKINGS OF THE LAST BUNWELL BRICKWORKS  
 

The following is the layout of the brickground adjacent to Brick Kiln Lane, Bunwell, in the 

last years of its operation.  Nothing is known of the layout of any earlier brickmaking site in 

the village. 

 

 
 

Figure 12.  Layout of Brickground as shown on O.S.Sheet XCVI.7, revised 1904, published 1905. 

The three digit numbers are the numbers of each piece of land, and the numbers below those show the size in 

acres.  Nos. 698 and 699 were not part of the brickground.  The brickground descriptive labels have been added 

by the writer. 
 

Digging the clay  
 

The areas bordered by hatching in the pieces of land numbered 692a and 701 on the above 

map are those from which brick-earth had already been extracted.  The present (2011) ground 

level suggests, however, that at some time prior to 1904 brick-earth had also been removed 
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from parts of the pieces of land numbered 692, 695, 697, and 700.  Clay having a higher iron 

content, suitable for óredô bricks and tiles, predominated, but there was also clay in number 

692a which was more suitable for the manufacture of ówhiteô brickware.
87

   

 

During the autumn and winter men dug out the clay by hand.  On this Bunwell brickground 

about 18 inches of loam had to be removed first, then the brick-earth dug out to a depth of 6 

feet or more.  The tool of choice was a narrow-bladed spade called a graft.
88

  The clay was 

then wheeled by barrow to be heaped up and left for months exposed to the frosts and wind to 

weather it.  From time to time the heaps would be turned by spade.  It is possible that the 

location of these heaps was on the piece of land numbered 692. 

 

 

Tempering the clay  
 

In the spring the clay was tempered by being put into shallow pits, known in Norfolk as 

ówashing pitsô, soaked with water to break down the lumps, and turned with spades.  At night 

sacks were used to cover the clay to keep it moist.  After that it was thoroughly kneaded as if 

making dough.  The early method was for workers, sometimes children, to tread it with their 

bare feet to mix it and to feel for any stones, which had to be removed by hand.  Stones in 

bricks being fired would burst at high temperatures, spoiling the brick.  This method had been 

replaced by mechanical pug-mills in most brickyards during the 19
th
 century.  It is known that 

at Smithôs Bunwell brickworks, at least during the last years of operations there, a pug-mill 

was used to temper the clay.  This ópuddling mill was turned by a horse, and a simple gearing 

could be put into use to enable water to be pumped at the same time from the well on the 

premises.ô
89

 

 

 
 

Figure 13.  Pugmill
90
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The usual form of pug-mill employed in England towards the end of the 19
th
 century was 

generally six feet high, three feet in diameter at the upper or larger part, and two feet at the 

bottom.  The clay was kneaded and completely mixed by a revolving cast-iron spindle, which 

carried a series of flat steel arms, so arranged as to form by rotation a worm-like motion upon 

the clay, which was pressed from the larger to the smaller diameter of the tub, finally oozing 

out of an aperture at the bottom.  Water was added to make the required consistency.  Most 

clays needed around 20-25% of their volume in added water to reduce shrinkage or cracking 

of the brickware. 

 

The location of the tempering process was in the eastern part of the piece of land numbered 

697.  The 1905 map, Figure 12, shows what appear to be the washing pits, surrounding a sun-

like symbol, which is where the well is known to have been. 

 

 

Moulding  
 

The location where the bricks, tiles, etc., were moulded is not known.  As well as the kiln, the 

1905 map shows (by lined edging) three structures in the piece of land numbered 697.  One of 

these, possibly the smallest oblong one, could have been the brickmakerôs shelter.  That 

would be a suitable location for it.  These shelters were typically cheaply-constructed, with 

wooden or brushwood sides, and a straw or tiled roof.  At least one side would have been 

open. 

 

 
 

Figure 14.  Norfolk Moulder ca 1888
91

 

 

 

The ópugô (mixed and tempered clay) was taken to the brickmakerôs table.  On the table was a 

óstockô board on top of which was a ófilletô which formed the ófrogô (indentation) in the brick.  

The stock board kept the ómouldô, a frame without top or bottom, in position.  The mould was 

sanded, or wetted, to prevent the pug adhering to the sides, and a ówarpô of pug was then 
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thrown by the brickmaker into the mould, with some force so as to fill the corners.  The 

surplus was removed by pulling a wire stretched taught by a bow of bent willow, or by a 

óstrikeô (a piece of straight wood), across the top of the mould.  The ógreenô brick was then 

placed on a pallet board and onto a cradle (or óoff-loadingô) barrow which could hold about 

thirty bricks.  When the barrow was full it was wheeled to the drying area. 

 

Frogs in bricks reduced the risk of warping during firing, and some brickmakers took to 

making their mark or name in the frog of each brick. 

 

To form pantiles the clay would be rolled out in sheets and cut to size; thereafter two methods 

were in use to fashion the tiles.  They were either moulded on a wooden template  to form the 

required concave/convex shape, and then reversed onto a pallet similar in shape to a cricket 

bat, but wider and shorter, or, put onto a wetted or sanded iron plate in the shape of a pantile 

and trimmed to the exact size using a knife. 

 

 

Drying  
 

Before they were burnt in the kiln, bricks had to be air dried.  The drying area was often 

referred to as a óhacksteadô.  The hacks were long, low, drying sheds, consisting of a roof but 

no fixed sides, so as to allow the sun and wind to dry the green bricks, which were stacked in 

long rows, herringbone-fashion, eight to ten bricks high.  After a few days the bricks were 

óscintledô, that is to say they were turned round so that the elements could dry the other 

surfaces.  The roof might be of willow sticks or straw.  Panels of some lightweight 

construction (ólew-boardsô) might be used to cover the sides of the hacks in the event of very 

inclement weather.  The two separate areas each of three lines of hatching in the piece of land 

numbered 697 on the 1905 map may represent rows of unfired bricks under shelters. 

 

A more substantial drying shed might be built.  It is known that Smithôs brickworks had a 

ólarge oblong drying shed with a tiled roof, raised on oak posts, and walls of splines, with 

gaps for ventilationô, and that this was located on the piece of land numbered 697 on a 1919 

map (Figure 16), and represented on that map by a black oblong.
92

  This is in the same 

location as one on the 1905 map.  It is likely that the other line-edged structure on the 1905 

map was also a drying shed.  They may have been used for different items. (One of the nearby 

Wymondham brickworks had, in 1841, two brick sheds, a tile shed, a pavement shed, a lump 

shed, and a ware shed.) 
93

     

 

In warm, dry, breezy weather, the drying period would have been around two to three weeks. 

 

Firing  
 

When sufficiently dried, the bricks or tiles were taken from the hacks and wheeled on barrows 

to the kiln. These barrows were called kiln barrows, or crowding barrows, and held around 

fifty bricks.  The beginning of May was the usual time to commence burning bricks. 

 

The 1905 map shows a structure labelled ókilnô, however, Owen Stewart James whose father 

had been employed at Smithôs brickworks recalled that there were two kilns close together, 

and that each had a tunnel at the bottom about fifteen feet long, with an arched opening.  Coal 
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fires were lit in the tunnels to fire the kilns.  It is likely that these kilns were of the up-draught 

type, with two chambers one above the other.  The fire was lit in the lower chamber which 

contained the fire holes/tunnels, and the bricks were fired in the upper chamber by the rising 

heat.  The upper chamber would have had one ówicketô (doorway) through which the unfired 

brickware was loaded.  When loaded, the wicket was probably filled up with courses of old 

bricks which were temporarily daubed with clay paste.  The top of the kiln was probably 

open, and old bricks would have been laid on the unfired bricks to protect them. The brick-

burner would have opened and closed gaps in this top covering to control the draught.   

 

Stacking unfired bricks and other ware in a kiln was a skilled job.  An experienced worker 

was needed if the number of badly fired bricks was to be kept to a minimum.  Roof tiles 

required more careful burning than brick, so before they were put in the kiln the bottom was 

covered in brick to take the first flash of fire.  It took up to two days to carefully place the 

green bricks in a kiln and block up the wicket.   

 

Unfired bricks still contained about 10-15% water, so for the first twenty four hours the 

temperature in the kiln had to be kept down to allow time for them to dry out further: a 

process known as annealing.  During this period steam would be seen issuing from the kiln.  

If the temperature was too high too soon, a brick with around 10% moisture content could 

explode in the kiln.  The coal fires would have needed replenishing every two hours, day and 

night.  The temperature would rise to 1,000 - 1,200 degrees centigrade.  Around 1,000 degrees 

brickware underwent a chemical change and could not revert to soft clay when later exposed 

to rainfall.  After about four days at this temperature the fire was extinguished and the kiln left 

to cool down, which took two or three days.  The burnt bricks could then be unloaded and 

sorted into batches graded by colour and quality. 

 

The layout of the structures at Smithôs brickworks beside Brick Kiln Lane, Bunwell, appears 

to have remained unaltered during the last two decades of operation.  An 1882 map
94

 is 

almost identical to the 1905 map, the principle difference being that the earlier map does not 

indicate the extent of brick-earth extraction.  Whether or not the structures were the same in 

the 1860s and 1870s is not known.  The working practices are, however, likely to have 

remained substantially the same, as this relatively small village brickyard would not have 

been worth the investment of much capital to introduce the very latest mechanical technology.  

Brick-making machines were probably not used at Bunwell.  It was the skills of the 

employees, and the business acumen of the owners which kept the brickworks operating so 

long. 
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BRICKWARE MANUFACTURED AT BUNWELL  
 

 

Almost 200 years of brickware manufacture at Bunwell extended through the reigns of seven 

monarchs during which time building styles progressed from the sanitation-free timber- 

framed thatched cottage with its brick chimneys and pamment floors, to the Victorian villa 

with glazed pantile roof, ornamental ridges and earthenware drainage pipes.
95

 

 

The brickworks at Bunwell tailored their product range to meet these changing demands; E. J. 

Smith even included within his range of products flower pots and rhubarb covers.
96

  However 

the more unusual items, which would rarely sell within his radius of competitiveness, had to 

be sourced from elsewhere.  In July 1894 he obtained a contract to enlarge Forncett St. Peter 

School.  About 16,000 bricks were required, and these were manufactured at his Bunwell 

brickyard.  His workmen did not, however, produce the ornamental bricks ordered for the 

school chimney stacks, for he sent a letter to Forncett School Enlargement Committee noting, 

óI quite think the ornamental chimney stacks can be had at Costessey.  I shall see Mr. Gunton 

the manufacturer tomorrow Saturday.  I will hear & let you know.ô
97

 Guntonôs brickyard at 

Costessey was part of a larger business, manufacturing hundreds of different brick wares.  
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BRICKWORKERS  
 

Brickmakers,  Brickmen, Brickstrikers, Brickburners, and other Brick 
Workers  
 

A major factor affecting employment in brickworks was the sometimes ephemeral nature of 

the businesses.  Not all were long-established on the same site, with a continuous record of 

manufacture for many consecutive years: a great many were temporary, responding to a 

particular requirement for bricks.  A landlord or builder might require many thousands for the 

construction of one large or several smaller buildings, and after completion there might be 

very little further need for bricks in that locality.  Brick manufacture on that site would then 

cease, pending further demand. Thus clay pits were opened and closed. 

 

 
 

Figure 15.   Brickworkers, possibly at Bunwell, loading green bricks on to a cradle before 

 moving them to a drying shed 

 

Before the era of machinery and modern kilns, very little capital was necessary in establishing 

a small, local, brickworks. The intending manufacturer had to purchase or rent one or two 

acres of land having a sub-soil of brick earth, provide a few cheaply made wooden tools and 

utensils, and buy fuel for the firing of the clamp or kiln.  Even when it was decided to 

construct a kiln, the expenditure was not great: a new brick kiln built in 1732 at Burnham 

Norton, Norfolk, cost £4 4s.  Wages of brick workers were low: in 1730 a man was paid 1s. a 

day for burning clay in a kiln at Wells, Norfolk.
98

  Brickmaking businesses were sometimes 

owned by gentlemen, but more usually by yeoman farmers, or tradesmen such as master 

bricklayers.  They rarely took an active part in the manufacture of brickware, and employed 

                                                 
98

 From a paper presented by John Dominy to the Cambridge Institute of Education in 1980 



BUNWELL HERITAGE GROUP 28 

others.  The workers were mostly male.  In some brickworks women or children were 

employed as cheaper labour to perform unskilled carrying tasks.  Some men specialised in 

brick burning and would travel around from one brickworks to another, perhaps many miles 

apart.  Other men, and boys, were employed only in their own or adjoining parishes.  Their 

work was seasonal.  They would have had other forms of employment during the year, and 

some of them would have had to fit in other work even during the months when they laboured 

in a brickyard. 

 

Evidence from inventories of the personal estates of deceased brick manufacturers in Norfolk 

and Suffolk shows that some had been fairly well-off, and that others had been quite poor.  

The better off had all owned animals; horses, cattle, sheep, swine, and had farmed on a small 

scale.  They usually had a waggon or cart, which could have been used to transport brickware 

as well as being used for agricultural purposes.  These men often had more furniture in their 

dwellings, with more valuable bedding and perhaps some pewter or other more costly utensils 

and ornaments.  The poorer brick workers had very little in the way of personal possessions, 

no carts, and probably most of them had no land except a rented cottage garden. 

 

Getting customers to settle their bills was a problem for some brickmakers: William 

Spearinge, brickburner, of Skeyton, Norfolk, at his decease in 1700 had personal estate valued 

at £96 5s. 6d., of which £39 3s. 6d. was book debt owed him; William Parker, brick striker, of 

Ipswich, had £45 owed to him at his death, which was nearly 90% of the value of his personal 

estate. 

 

Only four inventories of the men recorded as óbrickmakerô, óbrickburnerô, brickstrikerô, or 

óbrick manô mention brick products or utensils. 

 

In 1588 Henry Wiseman, brick striker, of Stoke-next-Ipswich, was recorded as having 

had óbrick redy burntô valued at 50s., óbrick unburntô at £3 10s., ópavements burntô at 

5s. 

In 1590 Robert Longe, brickmaker, of Stow Bardolph, Norfolk, had óflagsô valued at 

16s. and óbricksô at 11s.8d.  

In 1625 Francis Skelton, brickmaker, of Howe, Norfolk, had a óbrick mouldô which was 

not separately valued. 

William Spearinge (above) owned óbarrows bords plankes moulds brick bords & ye 

.......ô [word unreadable] valued together at £3 5s., and óbrick tille & pavements a [........] 

kil[.]ô together valued at £15 16s. (The last two words in the inventory of Spearingeôs 

effects may be ócavittonô and ókillô).
99

  

 

An Essex inventory gives more detail: that of the goods of Samuel Moody, who had been a 

brickmaker at Danbury.  The inventory, made in 1708, lists the following items óin the kill 

yardô - 400 óburnt brickô valued at 4s., 180 ópavementsô at 15s., ótwenty tun chalkô at £2 10s., 

120 óbushelle of limeô at £3, 600 ógutter tilesô at £3 10s., 9000 óburnt tilesô at £4 19s., and 160 

loads of óbrush furs & broomô valued at £32. Tools and utensils óin the work houseô were also 

listed - 150 ópallet boardsô valued at 12s. 6d., a óstock tableô and óbinsô valued together at 

12s., two óladdersô valued together at 6s., a óbarrowô and óspadeô valued together at 3s. 6d., 
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two óhollow ware mouldsô valued together at 6d., 8000 óraw tilesô at £2 8s., and 5000 óraw 

bricksô valued at £1 5s.
100

 

 

There are no inventories of any brick worker from Bunwell.  Inventories of deceased 

gentlemen, yeomen, farmers, and other tradesmen have not been researched. It is possible that 

some might list brickware or brickmaking utensils. 

 

 

The various jobs at a brickworks  
 
Job titles were not fixed, and workers in separate brickworks, even in the same brickworks 

but at different periods, might be called by various titles.  Except for very small operations, 

there would be a team of workers, each with one main task, but usually expected to assist with 

others. 

Temperer 

Took the clay from the pit or bed, to the pug-mill, and oversaw the mixing. 

Feeder / Pug-boy  

When the tempered clay emerged from the pug-mill, cut off enough to make three or four 

bricks and carried it to the moulding table. 

Clot Moulder / Walk-flatter 

Sprinkled sand on the table, and kneaded the clay into a shape and size suitable for use by the 

moulder.  The clot needed to be a little smaller in length and width than the brick mould, but 

greater in depth (height). 

Brickmaker / Brickstriker / Moulder 

Sanded the insides of the mould.  Threw the clot down into the mould, ensuring that it filled 

all the corners.  Trimmed off surplus clay using either a strike (a wetted stick) or a cutting 

wire.  Turned out the raw brick onto a pallet. 

Take-off boy 

Passed the raw brick to the off-bearer. 

Off-bearer 

Wheeled the raw bricks on hacking barrows to the hacks. 

Hacker 

Stacked them in the drying shed.  

Crowder 

Took the dried bricks off the hacks and used a crowding barrow to wheel them to the kiln. 

Setter 

Loaded the bricks, tiles, etc., in the kiln or clamp. Covered them where necessary. 

Brickburner    

Set and maintained the fires, to control the temperature and the length of time of the firing. 

 

 

 

Children employed at brickworks  
 
In brickyards producing bricks by hand, young children were employed to tread and carry 

heavy loads of clay to the brickmakerôs table.  Karl Marx wrote of children as young as four 

working very long hours in English brickworks.
101

  

                                                 
100

 E.R.O., D/APb W2/41 
101

Karl Marx, Capital, ed. by Friedrich Engels, trans by Marie Sachey & Herbert Lamm, (Oxford Paperbacks 

1995) p.228]. 



BUNWELL HERITAGE GROUP 30 

In 1855 a seven year old girl at a Bridgewater brickyard became entangled in the cogs of a 

clay mill, and her right arm was so badly injured that it had to be amputated just below the 

elbow.
102

  

Circa 1869, a person, identified only as óWô, deploring child labour in brickyards, penned this 

poem.
103

 - 
  I saw a little brick-yard boy 

  With body almost bare, 

  What clothes he had were thin and torn, 

  And matted was his hair; 

  And such a little boy was he, 

  In years, not more than three times three. 

  And yet for very little pay 

  Heôd work so hard the live long day: 

  From six at morn, till seven or eight, 

  His legs had tumbled óneath the weight 

  Of forty pounds of clay or more, - 

  And ah, poor lad! his feet were sore. 

 

This exploitation of child labour was made illegal by the Factories Act (Brick and Tile Yards) 

Extension of 1871.  Thereafter, only boys aged at least ten, and girls aged at least sixteen, 

could be employed.  Any boys aged ten, eleven, or twelve, were only to work half the hours 

of the older employees. 

 

 

The character of eighteenth and nineteenth century brickworkers  

 
John Buxton (1685-1731), owner of much of Bunwell, in a letter to his son Robert, dated 14

th
 

June 1726, in which he reported on the progress of brickmaking at his estate at Rushford, 

Norfolk, where 270,000 bricks were being made in clamps, at a cost of 7s. per thousand, to be 

used on his buildings at Shadwell, gave his opinion of the character of the óbrickmenô, calling 

them óa vile generation of peopleô.
104

  

 

There is substantial evidence that in early 18
th
 century Norfolk, people were as varied in their 

behaviour and character as they are today. Those who could justifiably have been called óvileô 

would surely have been a small percentage of the whole population, and it is unlikely that 

óbrickmenô were an exception.  Reports of criminal activity do not seem to suggest that 

brickworkers were worse than any other group.  There were, however, some bad apples: for 

example, in January 1730/31, Williamson, a brickmaker at Downham Market, Norfolk, used a 

knife to stab and kill another brickmaker of the same town.  The coronerôs inquest verdict was 

ñwilful murderò, and Williamson was committed to the county gaol at Norwich castle to await 

trial. 
105

 

 

Kilns were occasionally used for hiding things from official authority.  In 1781, eleven half-

ankers
106

 of smuggled gin were found concealed in a brick-kiln at Thetford.
107

   In Wiltshire, 

on the morning of Monday, 29th June 1789, óa female infant, supposed to be near twelve 

months old, was found in the brick-kiln, near Devizes.ô  It apeared to have been óill treatedô 
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and had óa large wound on the right leg, supposed to have been burnt, and when found it was 

almost naked and nearly starved.ô  The overseers of the parish of Rowde advertised that 

whoever were to give them óintelligence of the unnatural motherô would be óhandsomely 

rewarded.ô
108

  It is unlikely to have been anyone working at that kiln who abandoned the 

infant there: the identity of the mother would have been too easy to discover. 

 

When in 1785 the skeleton of a youth, with a fractured skull, was found buried in a ditch at 

Tasburgh, Norfolk, it was suspected to be the remains of a son of Richard Nobbs, a brick-

maker at nearby Hempnall.  This boy had been missing some years, and Nobbs had 

previously maintained that his son had óenlisted for a soldierô.  Nobbs was charged with 

murdering his son, and very soon after his dead body was found hanging in a wood nearby.  A 

coronerôs jury determined that Richard Nobbs killed himself, and his body was buried óin the 

Kingôs highway at Hempnall.ô
109

 

 

In an 1816 advertisement to fill a vacancy for a pavement and tile-maker at North Walsham, 

Norfolk, it was stipulated that óHe must be capable of setting the kiln, and burning different 

ware in a masterly style.  None need apply who cannot be well recommended for sobriety, 

honesty, and abilities.ô
110

  Not too much should be read into the requirement for  sobriety and 

honesty in this instance, as most employers asked for references as to previous good 

character, though possibly there was a problem with untrustworthy brickworkers at that time.  

In the 1860s a well-known supporter of the working classes, writing of the deplorable mode 

of living of brickworkers, quoted from a Report of the Childrenôs Employment Commission 

the comment of a óbetter kindô of brickworker about the morals of many of his workmates ï 

óYou might as well try to raise and improve the devil as a brickie.ô
111

 

  

In 1873 the factory sub-inspector for Norfolk, Suffolk and Essex, reported that the brickyard 

workers were, 
A most barbarous, semi-civilised, ignorant set. Men and boys look like Red Indians, the sand used in 

brick making being burnt red, with which their bodies are covered, working bareheaded, barefooted, with 

exposed breasts, and wild looks. Drinking all day Sunday, Monday and Tuesday, dog and man fighting. 

They resume work on Wednesdays, when the poor little unfortunates are made to toil away, stamping and 

carrying, and pressing a good fortnightôs work into three or four days. One man, who last week earned in 

four days 28s., took his wife home a loaf and 6d.
112
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WHY DID BUNWELL BRICK KILNS CLOSE?  
 

The short answer must be - competition. 

 

Robert Smith of óBunwell Brick Kiln : brick, tile, and pipe manufactoryô, who was also a 

óbuilder and contractor, dealer in slates, cement, tar, reeds, lath, hair, etc.ô, carried out work at 

a cottage at Tibenham, some two or three miles from the Bunwell brick kiln.  Part of the bill 

he sent was for 3,200 hard red bricks supplied in March and April 1883.  These were priced at 

£1 15s. per thousand.  Some were apparently collected from Bunwell brick kiln by the 

customer, for which this price was charged.  Some were delivered to Tibenham by Robert 

Smithôs employee, for which there was a 25% transport charge added.  Other bricks 

apparently delivered to Tibenham were charged at 12½ % extra. It is not clear on the bill why 

there was a difference in delivery charges.
113

  

 

It is clear from the foregoing that the high cost of horse-drawn transport on bad roads, relative 

to the cost of the brick products, meant that it was only economic for purchasers to buy from a 

local brickworks: though for someone buying very large amounts, and having water transport 

available for nearly all the distance of the journey, it might make sense to shop around for the 

lowest kiln-wall prices, for prices did vary, even between brickworks only a few miles apart. 

 

For the brickmakers at Bunwell there was a radius of only two or three miles around their 

premises within which they were very likely to secure the custom of anyone wanting 

brickware. The nearest known competitors were the brickmakers at Banham, about four miles 

distant, and at Wymondham, about seven miles away. 

 

This situation for local brickmakers, like those at Bunwell, was completely altered by the 

availability towards the end of the 19
th
 century of mass produced Peterborough bricks.  From 

1881, the shale-like clay of Fletton, near Peterborough, was found to have a moisture content 

of 18-20%.  It could be compressed into bricks and fired immediately, with no necessity of 

first being cured in drying sheds.
114

   Burning these Fletton bricks used two-thirds less fuel, 

owing to the high proportion of carbonaceous material in the clay which meant that, once 

heated, each brick would virtually fire itself.
115

  Fletton bricks were also far less subject to 

cracking and wastage. They were sent by rail all over the country.  The consequence was that 

Fletton bricks could be made much cheaper than bricks in Norfolk.  The railway stations at 

Forncett and Spooner Row were only three miles from the centre of Bunwell. 

 

In 1899 six cottages were built at Westacre, Norfolk.  Bricks were sourced from five 

brickworks: Castleacre, Ashill, Bawsey, Gayton Thorpe, which were all not far from 

Westacre; and Peterborough.  The locally produced bricks were delivered by traction engine 

from the brickworks.  The Peterborough bricks were sent by rail to a nearby station, and then 

by traction engine.  Despite the extra cost of transporting the bricks from Peterborough, 

around a quarter of those used in the build came from there: they were cheaper, being from 

half to two thirds of the price of the local bricks.
116
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In 1906 a brickmaker, having a brickyard at Banningham, Norfolk, was declared bankrupt. 

His kiln held 21,000 bricks. For the previous two years his trade had been poor, with little 

demand for bricks.  He alleged the causes of his business failing were óheavy rent, and bad 

debts.ô   His rent was £32 a year, plus a óroyaltyô of 2s. per thousand bricks.  He had to pay his 

landlord a minimum royalty of £10 a year, regardless of how many bricks he burned or 

sold.
117

  

    

The terms of the lease of Bunwell Brickyard in the last years of manufacturing there are 

unknown, but a money rent, plus a óroyaltyô had been common in such leases for many 

generations.  The Smiths probably held leases from the Buxton family for five to ten years, 

and renewed them as they expired.  A similar sized brickfield at Newton Flotman, a few miles 

from Bunwell, was let for five years from 11th October 1878 at the yearly rent of £50 for the 

first and second years, and £60 for the remaining years of the lease.  The rent was to be paid 

half-yearly. At his request the landlord was to be supplied with bricks etc. at prices specified 

by the lease.  The lessee was not permitted to sub-let any of the brickfield, nor to sell any 

brick earth to others.  He was not to:  

 
erect on the said brickground any other kiln nor to use any clamp upon the said premises for the purpose 

of burning bricks tiles or other ware but to use the said [existing] kiln for the manufacture of all bricks 

tiles and other wares to be made by him.  
 

The lessee agreed to indemnify the lessor against complaints about the smoke, smell, etc., of 

the brickmaking process.
118

 

   

How E.J. Smithôs business was affected by the changes noted above is not known as his 

business records, if they still exist, have not been traced.  He might have experienced a 

temporary reduction in custom for his building business prior to the closure of the brick kilns, 

although he remained one of the largest builders in the area into the 1920s.  Perhaps, despite 

having his own building business, E.J. Smith simply could not sell enough brickware to 

justify keeping his brickmaking business going.  There was a steady national decline in the 

rate of house-building in the first years of the 20
th
 century, greatly reducing demand for 

bricks.  Prices tumbled as manufacturers competed fiercely for business.  By 1905 Fletton 

bricks were being sold at below cost price, 10s. 6d. per thousand.
119

  This was much below 

the price that Eldon Smith needed for his Bunwell bricks. 

 

In 1915 building work carried out at Wymondham by Eldon Smith involved the use of 

Peterboroô bricks.  The bill he presented to his customer for this work was headed óE.J. Smith, 

builder & contractor, Bunwell Steam Joinery & Brick Kilnsô, though it is likely he was using 

up forms printed during the period before the closure of his brickmaking business.
120

    

 

The end of brickmaking at Bunwell was paralleled all over Norfolk.  Small village 

brickmakers could no longer compete in an altered market-place.  A three acre brickyard at 

Cawston, Norfolk, with a jamb of brick earth, was offered for sale in 1910.  It failed to find a 

bidder at auction, but was afterwards sold for £90; a sum reflecting that this land, as an 

industrial site, was clearly past its sell by date.
 121

   The closure of Bunwell brickworks does 

not seem to have helped similar businesses at Banham and Wymondham, the nearest 

competitors.  Of three brickmakers at Wymondham in 1908, only one was still manufacturing 
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in 1912, and one of the two brickmakers at Banham went out of business between 1912 and 

1916. 
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THE SITE OF BUNWELL BRICKWORKS  AFTER THE END OF 
MANUFACTURING  
  
On 28th November 1910, John Newman of Bunwell, as local valuation officer, appended his 

signature to the record compiled that year to be used for assessing duties payable on land in 

the parish.  He noted that the óBrick Kilnô, on 2 acres 24 perches, at Brick Kiln Lane, 

Bunwell, owned by Mrs. Buxton, of Tockenham Manor, Wootton Bassett, Wiltshire, was 

óemptyô, and without an occupier.
123

  

 

What happened to the structures and tools of Bunwell brickworks after it ceased to operate? 

Possibly the hand tools were the property of individual workers.  These, the pug-mill, and the 

various barrows, were not really saleable in a Norfolk where brickmaking was in its death 

throes.  The shedding and kilns were salvageable, but worth little: at one Norfolk brickworks 

closing in 1910 they were the property of the last tenant.
124

 

 

 
 

 

 
Figure 16.  Auction Map of Buxton Estate 1919. 

In the centre of this map Smithôs former brickworks were located on plots Nos 692, 692A, 695, 697, 700 and 

701. 
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The Bunwell estate of Mrs. Buxton was auctioned on 3
rd

 May 1919.  Lot 11 was the Brick 

Kiln Farm at Bunwell Hill, the tenant of which was Robert Isaac Smith.
125

  The description of 

Lot 11 in the auction catalogue included: óBrickyard with two Brick Kilns (a good Jamb of 

Brick Earth is believed to be in the adjoining field)ô.  

 

The map accompanying the catalogue, Figure 16, listed the fields of Brick Kiln Farm, 

included those numbered 692, 692A, 695, and 697.  The first three of these were described as 

óArableô. 692 was the largest at 2 acres 2 roods 8 perches, 692A the smallest at 3 roods 17 

perches, and 695 measured 1 acre 3 roods 34 perches.   697 measured 2 acres 23 perches, and 

was described as óArable and Brick Kilnô.  The smaller building shown in this field on the 

map was probably the brick kilns, and the larger building the drying shed.  Lot 7 in this 

auction included two fields also tenanted by Robert Isaac Smith: number 700, of 1 acre 1 rood 

20 perches, and 701, of 3 roods 34 perches, together known as Brick Kiln Grove.  The auction 

catalogue gave the information that brick-earth had been taken from Brick Kiln Grove.
126

  

 

 
 

Figure  17.  OS Map Sheet 96/7 rev. 1926, pub.1928 
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