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Yesterday I drove down to Bedforeshire County, about 40 miles south of where I live (Huntington).  This is the area where Thomas X. Smith and his family came from.  There are a number of very small villages and a couple of larger towns all clustered together within about 15-mile area of one another.  All of these hamlets are hundreds of years old and have ancient stone-hewn country churches, some dating back to the Norman period of 1066 AD.  Places that bare the name Ivinghoe, Totternhoe, Stanbridge, Leighton Buzzard, Church End, Eaton Bray, Edlesborough, Wing, Marston, and others.  These places sit in wide flat valleys partially encompassed by hills covered with trees or wheat fields (now being harvested).  At one end of the valley near Eaton Bray and Totternhoe where Thomas and his Father's families lived is a Lime Kiln that still operates today.  On the backsides of the hills you can still see the scars from where the lime was dug out of them.  


I first stopped at the chapel of St Giles in Totternhoe, about one mile from Eaton Bray.  There I met a woman who in the course of our conversation was able to tell me quite a bit about the 19th century straw-hat trade.  One of the histories of Thomas X Smith talks about his family being involved in this occupation.  This woman told me that her mother, as a young girl, had apprenticed out to learn how to make these hats.  It was all a cottage industry.  They farmers would harvest their wheat in the fall and the remaining straw would be gathered and sold to people who were called "plaiters".  Usually families who would weave the straw  into long ribbons and then another vendor would come by to collect them to be sold at the nearby town of Lutton, a center for the straw industry.  There the plaited straw would be [image: image3.jpg]3
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fashioned into "Box" hats, I think is what she called them, because they were squared at their angles.  
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I next decided to go to the Dunstable, a large town about five miles away where I had seen a public library.  Since being here, I've discovered that the libraries are always co-located with the tourist information centers which are always well marked out with direction signs on the road and are often good sources for local history because they will have these types of books for sale.  I checked in the local history section but didn’t find a book on Eaton Bray but I did find one on Edlesborough, another small town adjacent to Eaton Bray.  Back during Thomas's time the two towns were probably about one quarter of a mile apart but today, for all intents and purposes they are joined because of the new homes, which have been built between them.  


This small 35 page book on Edlesborough didn't have an index so I quickly scanned through and quite by chance happened to notice the word "Mormon" on one of the last pages.  I stopped and quickly read the following: 
"While on the subject of public houses (pubs) we must not forget the "Good Intent", which still stands as a private residence, and was once the local brewer, supplying ale to the many other Inns around.  At one time the "Good Intent" had been the meeting house of the Mormons, or Latter-day Saints, and it is said that they were baptized by immersion in the pond close by." 
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It also had a section about the straw-hat industry, farming and other information typically found town histories.  However, having found this information about the Mormons I was determined to try and locate this old meeting house/pub.  

Edlesborough is a small town, I'd say about several hundred people.  There aren't too many shops but I found one that was open and spoke with the owner asking him if he had heard of the "Good Intent" pub.  He told me he hadn't but he said he knew of a new housing development down the road toward Eaton Bray called "Good Intent".  He suggested that perhaps that is where this place was but added he suspected any old buildings would have been torn down with the new construction.  
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It took me only a few minutes to drive down the road narrow hedge-lined country road where I saw several older buildings with their date of construction engraved in the stone.  There was a Methodist church built in 1858, then another building called the Compass and (something).  It was built in 1898.  Just a few yards further down I discovered a small sign on the left of the road that said "Good Intent".   

I immediately stopped, pulled over, got out and started looking around.  Very shortly I located an older looking home set back from the road amongst some new homes and several very old apple trees.  I could tell by the architecture it was at least two or three hundred years old.  I thought to myself this must surely be the place.  I've learned over the years that a lot of times new housing developments will often adopt the name of what used to be located at the site they built over.  If you can imagine a quaint two story structure built with red bricks framed with horizontal, vertical, and diagonally blackened wood timbers.  The walls were leaning a bit here and there and it was roofed with old red clay tiles.  
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As I approached the house I saw an elderly man working in his vegetable garden in the house next door.  I introduced myself and asked if he knew anything about the old house adjacent to his.  He indicated that indeed he did and invited me into his home, introduced me to his wife and they told me all about the object of my inquiry.  He said the oldest deed records for it went back to 1630.  He further described to me how the Mormons used to preach there and baptized in a pond behind the house and at another one up the road.  He told me the house was almost torn down several years ago.  It was falling apart and in disrepair.  However someone bought it for 150,000. British Pounds or about $225,000 and [image: image8.jpg]


fixed it up.  It was now divided into four separate cottages.    They also remembered having an old photo of the home.  Then his kindly old wife disappeared into the back to look for the picture.  

About ten minutes passed since the gentleman’s wife had disappeared into the back to look for the photo.  For being a stranger I began to feel I'd overstayed my welcome so I thanked them for their help.  As the old gentleman walked with me down his garden path to the front gate I stopped to take a picture of the old house next door.  Just as I put my camera away, his wife triumphantly scurried out the front door and announced she had found the photo.  It had been in a white envelope and she handed it to me for my inspection.  I was so excited to see it.  The picture was quite old probably late 1800's but I'm sure it was an accurate depiction of what it looked like in 1850.  I took several pictures of it with my camera and thanked the couple once again.  
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I believe because this pub or "Free House" as they are often called, was just a short walk down a country road that Thomas X Smith and his Brother George probably attended meetings there.  Because the towns were quite small back then it is doubtful each one had it's own Mormon congregation.  They probably gathered from places easily within walking distance.  Edlesborough was only about a 5-10 minute walk from High Street where Thomas and his family lived.  Perhaps this was even where he was baptized so long ago.  
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As it was getting late I later returned to Edlesborough to visit the Good Intent.  On my next visit I met with another older woman who lived in one of the sections of the former Inn.  She was very kind and attentive to my questions.  Unfortunately she was not familiar with the history of the old home but knew somewhat of the history of the straw manufacturing industry of the area.  She told me about the “Women’s Institute” of Edlesborough for straw plaiting and showed me their flag and I took a photo of it.

Of added interest was a village sign I noticed on my departure naming the housing development, "Good Intent" further confirming the validity of what I had been told.  This had been an exciting and fulfilling day trip for me.  To be able to track down further information providing me a better glimpse into the lives of our ancestor, Thomas X Smith.  
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16th century Edlesborough Tithe House.





Objects made of platted straw





Edlesborough Parish Church





"Good Intent" Ale House but now a private residence in a quiet neighborhood.
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