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JOHN ATTERTON              

                                                                          ‘FORWARD LOOKING ENGINEER’ 
 
John Atterton was born in Colne Engaine, a village on 
the River Colne in Essex in 1838. He was the eldest 
son of John Atterton, a master blacksmith, and his 
wife Maria nee Church. John had a sister Maria, 4 
years his junior and two brothers, Thomas born 
when John was 10 and William born when John was 
15. 
 
Thomas and William would continue in the family 
business as blacksmiths while John became an iron 

founder and engineer. He trained 
as an engineer with The Tortoise 
Foundry Co. Limited, which made 
the well known tortoise stoves 
and went on to form a 
partnership with William Weldon 
Symington. In 1871 he was living 
in High Street Halstead with his 
first wife Emily. They had a 
daughter Emily Kate at the beginning of 1872 but John’s wife died leaving 
him to bring up his daughter. 

 
At the same time as his personal tragedy was 
unfolding his partnership with William 
Symington was dissolved. The London Gazette 
published details on 5th January 1872.   
 
 

Three years later in 1875 John moved to Haverhill where he set up the Duddery Iron Works, 

casting iron and brass. The workshop was in Duddery Road behind what was Pryke’s the 

Butcher which was of course a convenient location for the Colne Valley Railway Station at 

Haverhill South. The 1881 census tells us that John, his daughter, Emily Kate and a house 

keeper Elizabeth Parrish from Sible Hedingham were living in the High Street. 
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The Hamlet Green site had 

been a tan yard since 1770; in 

1828 it was bought by Stephen 

Walters, a Spitalfield silk 

weaver who erected the silk 

factory there adjoining Hamlet 

House. In 1882 he sold the site 

to John Atterton who moved 

his Iron Works business there 

from Duddery Road. John built 

new brick workshops and 

converted the timber-framed 

silk factory to showrooms. By 

now the work included 

repairing agricultural machinery and general engineering work. The company also supplied the 

railings round the Cangle School. 

 

John’s daughter Emily Kate died in 1886 aged 14 years. In 1888 John, aged 50 married Emily 

Lydia Whitlock a spinster of about 46 years of age who came from a farming family in Great 

Yeldham. They were to have no children. They lived at Hamlet House accompanied by a 

domestic servant. 

 

John proved himself to be a forward 

looking engineer of some ability with 

several varied patents to his credit. Some 

of his early work included the Patent 

Victoria Kettle (1885) Others include: 

Improvements for charging gas retorts 

(1887); A machine for sharpening 

lawnmowers(1888); Hand bending rolls 

(1890); Apparatus for cleaning potatoes 

and other roots (1893); A grain cleaner 

(1902) and an improvement in the feed 

apparatus for threshing machines (1903). 

  

   



 
 

Haverhill People  (A Haverhill Family History Group Project 2017) 

P
ag

e3
 

 

On 15th September 1904 a serious fire broke out at about 10 pm. It destroyed the 

wheelwright’s shop and part of the front showrooms and offices and caused about £2000 

worth of damage. At the time how the blaze started was not reported but it is likely that a 

portable steam engine that had been working in a sawpit was the cause. 

 

By 1903 Ransomes, Sims & Jefferies were establishing their agencies in South Africa, Australia 

and New Zealand. Their recommendation of the Atterton Grinding Machine saw a rise in 

demand. Within five years annual sales had increased to 44 (this from about 16 in 1889) and 

gave employment to some 15 – 20 men.  

 

In 1911 John described himself as a maker of cranes and lawnmower grinders, and repairer of 

engines and machinery in general.  

 

On 22nd April 1925 Emily Lydia Atterton died.  

 

In 1927 John Atterton took in William Ellis as 

a partner and the firm became Atterton and 

Ellis. John was to die on 2nd March 1929 aged 

91 years of age. His probate record named 

Frank Herbert Unwin, Percy Charles Kibble 

and Edward Coote Green. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On the death of William Ellis in 1934 the business passed to his 

son William W Ellis. 
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Postscript 

1942 Atterton & Ellis was taken over by Boardman’s of Sturmer 

1980s Stephen Bernhard purchased a controlling interest in the company and 
rebranded it as Bernhard and Company 

2017 By now the business had moved to the industrial estate and the old buildings, 
already semi-derelict, had been largely destroyed by fire 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Researched by Pat Worthington 


