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            PREFACE

            The Birth of Curiosity
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          Curiouser and curiouser, cried Alice
        

            

         

         I have a tendency to collect things. I suppose it’s in my nature; part of my very being. It’s not something I choose to do but it’s something I have to choose very hard not to do. Once I have more than one of any item I find myself almost unconsciously looking around for others to add to it; and that’s the start of a collection. I’m not very systematic about it and I’m not really interested in completeness. My interests are thankfully far too eclectic for my condition to become an obsession (though others may disagree). Collections have insinuated themselves into every room in the house, not fine artworks, antique clocks or Chinese porcelain but bleached white bird skulls picked up on Norfolk beaches, various interesting feathers and shells of all shapes, sizes and colours from all over the world, occupying glass shelves around the walls of the bathroom; coins, stamps, fossils, cigarette cards and handmade pocket knives in drawers in the study. Stuffed owls look down from the top of the wardrobe, in which hang theatrical costumes, and books line just about every wall throughout the house. Collections extend into the garden where over a hundred pots house a prized collection of hostas and the greenhouse is full of cacti. My granddaughter, Lilly, calls all this, with the frank insensitivity of a six-year-old, Grandad’s ‘stuff’.

         This trait was manifested early. At my primary school, as was the case with all young lads in the 50s, collecting was central to our relationships. Your standing in the schoolyard, which was far too steep for football, depended on the skill with which deals and swops could be negotiated. It was a dog-eat-dog little world in which the strongest could boast of their completed ‘Bird Portraits’ album of PG Tips Tea cards having intimidated a younger child into exchanging a prized, and virtually unobtainable, ‘peregrine falcon’ for a couple of the most common cards and pretending that he was doing him an enormous favour. Marbles, I remember, were another popular medium of exchange and conkers in season, and of course every boy collected stamps.

         By the time I was nine or ten like most kids at this time, I enjoyed a freedom that would be quite alien to the way of life of children today. Without such distractions as daytime TV, electronic devices and the fear of heavy traffic or ‘Stranger Danger’ we would be let loose at weekends and holidays to roam. We spent whole days exploring the woodlands and bombed out sites within walking distance and, having no interest in sport or football, would often spend all day just wandering the streets of Sheffield, discovering new places and collecting bits and pieces. I have no idea where my mother thought we were but I do know that we never told her. In summer we would take a ‘picnic’ a few bits of fruit and a biscuit and fishing nets to trawl for sticklebacks in a pond in the woods or torment the frogs that lived in the stream. In spring we would bring back jars full of frog and toad spawn and watch it swarm into tadpoles in the washing-up bowl ponds that we loved to build, dreaming of one day building a zoo.

         It was at this stage that I built my first ‘cabinet’. We were fortunate in having a sort of carriage house and outbuildings at the top of the garden. Our grandfather, who lived with us, occupied the tool shed and greenhouse, and the large garage housed our green Morris Minor, but we three boys were given free run of the rest. The garage had a sort of hayloft above, reached through a narrow, square trap door from a wooden ladder set into the wall, making it completely inaccessible to adults. Many happy hours were spent up there in our ‘den’ but the best part was a tiny room at the far end above the tool shed to which access could be gained only by crawling through a low triangular doorway below the sloping eves. At the bottom of the half round window in the gable wall of this little space was a row of half-round openings, the clue to the fact that the former occupants were pigeons. Here I built my first ‘Cabinet of Curiosities’ although at the time I wouldn’t have recognised the term and I called it, somewhat grandiosely, ‘The Natural History Museum’. Anyone braving the tortuous squeeze into the space would have been underwhelmed by the exhibits; a few bird’s eggs, pinecones and feathers, shells gathered on trips to Cleethorpes, some pebbles and an interestingly contorted bedspring together with various items purloined from the rest of the house; an old banjo and a zebra skin rug. From a jumble sale at the local church I acquired my most curious exhibit, an elephant’s tooth! I don’t recall having any paying visitors!

         A favourite destination of my more urban wanderings was Sheffield City Museum in Weston Park where my passion for curiosities of all kinds had free reign. During the 1950s and 60s the museum displays were of the traditional order; a gallery full of row upon row of dark wood and glass cabinets of stuffed animals and birds, a long wall on which hung an eclectic collection of South Sea Island miscellanea, and tall glass cases displaying human skulls, pottery and weapons recovered during nineteenth century excavations of Derbyshire barrows. All of these I found fascinating but the greatest treasures of all were those hidden away in the racks of wide wooden drawers that could be slid open to reveal collections of multicoloured butterflies pinned in neat rows, iridescent beetles or, the best of all, hundreds of shells, of all sizes and shapes, from all over the world. I would spend illicit hours opening the drawers one after the other in the certain knowledge that this wasn’t really allowed and expecting that a uniformed attendant would be tapping me on the shoulder at any moment. It still gives me a frisson remembering such delightful childhood expeditions.

         I still wander and even now rarely venture forth without discovering something new and interesting. The displays of ‘Museums Sheffield’ have, of course, long since been ‘modernised’ and I doubt that visitors still experience the same sense of wonder that sparked my lifetime fascination with nature as did the ‘Cabinet of Curiosities’ that was the old Weston Park, although there are still drawers of beetles and butterflies to discover.

         Sheffield does, however, still display a couple of particularly curious collections. John Ruskin, the nineteenth-century art critic, had an admiration for the craftsmanship of the town’s cutlers and silversmiths, and created a body named ‘The Guild of St George’ to which he donated a collection of his material. This was housed in buildings firstly at Walkley and later in Meersbrook Park where, I was told, there had been peacocks. This curious collection, under the auspices of the Guild of St George, is now displayed in its own gallery next to the new Winter Gardens in the city centre. Visitors to the Ruskin Collection are either enchanted or bemused by the wonderfully eclectic mix of exhibits, including early Renaissance art, gothic architecture, plaster casts of decorative details from buildings, mineral and geological samples, engravings, mosaic decoration, illustrations of birds, flowers, insects, geological specimens, illustrated books and medieval manuscripts. Just my sort of collection.

         A clue to the second, and most curious of all Sheffield’s present day collections, can be spotted by anyone casting their eyes upwards, to where, high on the red brick wall of one of the buildings of Sheffield University, there is a most remarkable and unexpected stone relief;  the depiction of an anteater rummaging around in a termite’s nest!
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         The building in question was built to house the Department of Biology, the professor of which, at the end of the 19th century when it was built, was the remarkable Alfred Denny who created such a massive collection of anatomical specimens that it originally occupied three galleried floors of the University’s Firth Hall atrium. This fabulous collection was for many years stored away until, in 2012, a new home was found for it in a large room on the second floor of the building that is now named after Alfred Denny. The experience on entering this display space is breath taking; sheer sensory overload. Skeletons of every conceivable animal, bird and reptile are sensitively poised in free standing glass cases so that they can be viewed from all sides; monkeys and marmosets, seals and squid, ostrich, pelicans and kangaroos. It was only recently that I discovered the museum, it only opens for booked tours on the first Saturday in the month, but I’ve a feeling that if this inspirational collection had been available to view when I was a child it may well have changed my life.

         The finest local example of a true Cabinet of Curiosities was to be found tucked away in a tiny traditionally-built lead miners’ cottage in the nearby village of Castleton in the Peak District. A wooden signboard affixed to the wall outside grandiosely proclaimed this to be the home of ‘The Douglas House of Wonders’. One Saturday, having ridden out to Castleton on our bikes, my brother and I decided to investigate. As I remember it you entered by the low cottage doorway beside which a sort of dark ticket booth had been erected and an aged lady, who turned out to be Mrs Douglas, could be vaguely discerned in the gloom, peered out through bottle-bottom thick glasses to accept the small entrance fee. We were then asked to wait behind the blackout curtaining that shrouded the doorway to the interior exhibition rooms before she emerged with a torch and proceeded to personally conduct a guided tour of the extraordinary collection of exhibits. Mr Douglas, who had since died, it transpired, had been a noted model maker, electrical engineer and magician. We couldn’t contain our glee as the flickering torchlight was shone on an ‘Isometric Scale Model of the Shredded Wheat Factory at Welwyn Garden City’, a miniature greenhouse complete with plants (“Can you spot the greenfly?”), The Lord’s Prayer that fitted through the eye of a needle and the smallest electric motor in the world. Up the stairs in the tiny bedroom on a wooden table was a broken model of the Taj Mahal, a miner’s boot, a collection of ‘native weapons’ and locks and keys, none of which matched. Each had its own curled brown cardboard label affixed by string on which the name was written in spidery black ink. It was a complete delight and it was a sad day indeed when the old lady died and the unique attraction closed. Most of the exhibits do survive, however, and can be seen in Castleton Visitor Centre and Buxton Museum. But it’s not the same.

         The remarkable House of Wonders in Castleton was part of a long tradition of cabinets of curiosity stretching back to sixteenth-century Italy where such noblemen as Ferrante Imperato of Naples would delight in displaying their learning by making elaborate collections of natural history subjects and books in a specially adapted room where every surface, including the vaulted ceiling, from which a stuffed crocodile was suspended, was occupied with preserved fishes, stuffed mammals and curious shells. Corals were displayed on the bookcases in which stacks of books preserved his herbarium. The idea of a ‘cabinet’ being a piece of furniture only came later.

         
      Curious Places
    

         From the middle ages the earliest travel writers approached their subject in just this fashion. One of the very first books describing Britain’s landscape was Polychronicon (meaning ‘many stories’) compiled in 1387 by Ranulf Higden, a Benedictine monk. It is a mixture of fact and fiction, myth and legend, knowledge and invented explanations for the inexplicable; a veritable cabinet of curiosities. He was particularly fascinated by certain peculiar features of our neighbouring area of the Peak District of Derbyshire:

         
            In Britain there are many wonders. Nevertheless, four are the most wonderful. The first is the Peak. There such a strong wind blows out of the cracks in the earth, that it throws against cloths that men threw up.

         

         I’m with him there in regarding certain features of the Peak District as being most curious, and so are the many writers who were to follow him throughout the centuries. William Camden, writing in his Britannia in 1586, whilst being dismissive of some of the more far-fetched traveller’s tales of the Peak country, illustrates what he calls his ‘remarkables of this hilly rough country’ in verse:

         
            
               
          Nine Things that please us in the Peak we see,
        

               
          A cave, a Den, a Hole, the Wonder be;
        

               
          Lead, Sheep and Pasture are the useful Three.
        

               
          Chatsworth and Castle, and the Bath delight;
        

               
          Much more you see, all little worth the sight.
        

            

         

         Thomas Hobbes, who became tutor to William Cavendish at Chatsworth in 1608, pared the list of Camden’s nine ‘wonders’ down to his famous seven namely; Eldon Hole, the wells at Buxton, Mam Tor, the Ebbing and Flowing well at Tideswell, Poole’s Cavern, Peak Cavern and Chatsworth House.

         Daniel Defoe, during his journey into the Peak in about 1720, was keen to experience them fully and made detours around the county in order to do so. Being a man of the Enlightenment, however, with a particular interest in reporting on the economy and industry of the places he visited on his three tours of England and Scotland, he was thoroughly dismissive of most of the ‘so called wonders’ as being simply natural phenomena that could be replicated elsewhere. Only the Eldon Hole, that was at the time considered bottomless, and Chatsworth House, that stood “on the edge of a howling wilderness,” would he accept as worthy of being called wonders. Instead he drew attention to what he would consider worthy of special note. He was especially astonished, for example, to witness a lead miner appear from the depths of a shaft in a field near Wirksworth and to be entertained by his family that lived happily in “a large hollow cave, which the poor people, by two curtains hanged across, had parted into two rooms.” Today, fortunately, lead miners and their families can no longer be discovered living in caves, or anywhere else in the Peak and such features as those selected by Hobbes as ‘wonders’ can now be rationally explained, but it doesn’t detract from the Peak District’s unique appeal, and such considerations haven’t dampened the enthusiasm of the many thousands of visitors to the Peak District who are attracted to the curiosities of the landscape, its traditions and its history.

         The Curious Valley

         The broad valley of the River Loxley, which lies to the north-west of Sheffield, much of it within the Peak District National Park, may not exhibit the sort of features that could be called ‘wonders’ but it has enough curiosities to fill any cabinet; features of its geology and history, curious events, tales, customs and traditions, and an unparalleled range of habitats and environments, natural and manmade. As in any assemblage of curiosities, this collection of apparently random, unrelated features in the space of one valley renders them interesting in themselves and the whole collection fascinating. The whole valley was formerly part of the huge Parish of Bradfield, the largest in area in England, and, following Sheffield City boundary extensions in 1901, 1967 and 1974, is now entirely within the Sheffield City boundary. Despite this it’s a place that has always had its own quite distinct identity, been somewhat cut off, and still seems out of sync with the modern world, making the Loxley Valley an intriguing place. During this strange year of 2020 I have been able to explore places within it that I’d never discovered before. Every time I’ve been able to get out for a walk there I’ve discovered something new, a natural feature or something manmade, an event or a story. My fascination for assembling and organising curiosities of all kinds has spurred my interest in the Loxley Valley and underpins this book.

         I’ve never lived in the valley but I went to school there, as a sixth form pupil in the mid nineteen sixties, when I was transferred from the small grammar school on the opposite side of the city to what was then called Myers Grove, a new comprehensive of nearly 2,000 pupils seeking to establish itself amidst Sheffield’s radical reorganisation of secondary education. Although the experience was a shock to the system I came into contact with some inspirational teachers, including Mel Jones, the Geography teacher who shared my interests in discovering local stories and remained a friend throughout his life. Years later I was to spend a number of years as the head teacher in one of the local primary schools. Now my daughter and her family live deep within the valley and I’ve had the time to get to know it better and marvel at its strangeness.
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            Introducing the Curious Valley
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          It rises near the village of Bradfield and flows along a thinly-peopled country, which in the memory of man was wholly unenclosed and uncultivated, called Loxley-Chase; a district which seems to have the fairest pretensions to be the Locksley of our old ballads, where was born that redoubtable hero Robin Hood.
        

               JOSEPH HUNTER, 1819

            

         

         The River Loxley and its Valley

         The River Loxley is one of the turbulent streams that tumble through wide valleys from their headwaters in the high Pennine moorlands in the west to meet the River Don as it flows southwards towards Sheffield city centre before turning towards the east. Daniel Defoe, during his tour through England in 1724, reached the area at a time, like that in 2019, when the Don was in flood.

         
            The River Don, with its rapid terrible current, had swelled its banks, and done a prodigious deal of damage… for this river is of kin to the Derwent for the fierceness of its streams, beginning in the same western mountains, pouring down their waters with such fury into these great rivers, their streams are so rapid that nothing is able to stand in their way.

         

         There are four of these tributary streams that meet the Don within the city boundary, the Loxley, the Porter, the Rivelin and the Sheaf, the latter from which the city takes its name. The western edges of Sheffield’s suburbs climb the ridges and steep hillsides between the valleys, whilst their valley floors, mostly green and wooded, extend like green corridors of parkland between the suburbs and well into the city itself. These rivers, still beaded with mill ponds, represent the source of the power that generated the industrial wealth of the area, for they were all adapted centuries ago to provide power for dozens of mills, mainly for metal-working. On the foundation of inherited skills and craftsmanship within these valleys’ cutlery mills the city’s steel industry was forged. Each valley, however, has its own quite distinct character. The valley of the Sheaf forms a southern gateway for road and rail, and, like the valleys of the Porter and the Rivelin, is deeply wooded. A string of very popular urban parks follows the Porter from Hunters Bar whilst the Rivelin Valley is more rugged and less frequented. The most northerly valley of these streams, the Loxley Valley, is the widest, longest and most rural, akin to one of the Yorkshire Dales.
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         The upper Loxley Valley, which above Bradfield is known as Bradfield Dale, takes its waters from a huge bowl-like expanse of moorland that reaches to the western watershed along the Derbyshire border at Derwent Edge; ideal water-gathering grounds to fill the four major reservoirs, which, built by the Sheffield Water Company in the mid-nineteenth century, still supply much of the city’s needs. Fed by dozens of moorland rivulets, the infant Loxley flows north-east in a wide, open valley before reaching Low Bradfield, where it turns to a south-easterly direction for about six kilometres to meet its confluence with the Rivelin at Malin Bridge, before continuing through Hillsborough to meet the Don. The whole valley is now within the Sheffield City boundary and the boundary of the Peak District National Park extends eastwards to include the broad basin of Bradfield Dale. Whilst most of the lower valley is narrow, wooded and besmirched with industrial remains the upper valley is broad, rural and agricultural in nature. The rectangularly-patterned hillsides are surprisingly green, most of the fields being used as grazing land for sheep in the upper valley and cattle lower down.

         No main roads run either through or across it although it is served by a network of local roads and winding narrow lanes. The upper reaches feel remote and are unfamiliar to most people, making this one of my favourite places to roam. Even today, despite being within the boundary of one of the country’s largest cities, the valley, hemmed in on all sides by steep slopes and craggy hillsides, has a remoteness and feeling of semi-isolation. The whole valley is somewhat isolated from the rest of the city. “Went there to visit a friend once, on arrival looked around and thought we’d taken a wrong turning and ended up in Wales” writes a recent correspondent on a chat forum. A teacher at Dungworth School within the valley, on resigning her post in the early 1900s commented “One has to reside in a place like Dungworth to understand the misery of enforced idleness!”

         Much of the valley is designated Green Belt. During the 1950s and 60s a local bus company called ‘Sheffield United Tours’ ran Sunday excursions around the area in their red and white coaches, dubbing it ‘Sheffield’s Lakeland’. Today most people heading out from Sheffield for a Sunday walk make straight out to the Peak District’s Hope Valley and beyond, bypassing these ‘Lake District’ valleys. In the last couple of years, however, the attractiveness of the area in terms of its wildlife, heritage of farming and forestry and its recreational opportunities has been increasingly recognised. Sheffield and Rotherham Wildlife Trust has been successful in a bid to the National Lottery Heritage Fund for £2.6 million to oversee the work of more than twenty partner organisations as ‘The Sheffield Lakeland Landscape Partnership’, a sixty-year-old concept that is being rightly revived. The Trust will have plenty to coordinate as there is a rich variety of habitats and ecosystems within the valley; rivers, streams and open water, ancient woodlands and conifer plantations, rocky outcrops and disused mine workings, heather moorlands, raised bogs and wildflower hay meadows.

         
      People of the Valley
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         The people who live in the valley, of whom many trace their local ancestry for generations, feel a strong local attachment and there is a close sense of community akin to that in such rural sparsely populated locations as the Yorkshire Dales or the Lake District. There are local families that have never extended far beyond the area. David Hey, the local historian and researcher into family names, has traced the Dungworth family history, for example, back to 1323 when William Dungworth, the son of Anne Dungworth, was recorded as taking possession of a small farm at Storrs, near the village of Dungworth. Members of the Dungworth family still live nearby and the name has never travelled much further afield. Family and community memories here are long. Whenever someone posts a local picture of ‘days gone by’ on the local Facebook page; a family posing in Sunday best outside a farmhouse, a farmer ploughing with horses, or a steam lorry delivering milk, there invariably follows a string of reminiscences and stories about the family members depicted in the photograph. “Such a wonderful place; interlocked history and story. We were all a small part of the most wonderful live local history. We were so privileged to be part of the stories from around those villages, farms and brickyards, so many characters so many stories” is a typical response to such images. “Most of the older locals were interesting and characterful which is lost today as we don’t have the same gatherings of Sunday School, Village Hall, pubs and events that we had back then when most were related to each other” is the nostalgic response of another.

         There is no lack of local ‘characters’ to be subject to such reminiscences. Typically, Joe Turner of Hilltop above Dungworth, born in 1901, is still remembered despite having died in 1981. He managed at various times and opportunities to combine the local trades of hawker, clay miner, leatherworker, clog maker and whip maker with his regular occupation of selling fruit and vegetables by horse and cart and later by lorry. His principal interest, however, was in horses, in all aspects of which he was expert. When he was eighty the local newspaper ran an illustrated feature on his unique, lifetime’s collection of horse brasses and horse bells. He would sing long forgotten songs, learned from his father, such as ‘The Farmer’s Boy’ and the lugubrious ‘What is the Blood on thy Shirt Sleeve?’ as he continued on his rounds. The antics of Billy Drabble, clay miner, also earned him the reputation as an eccentric. In the First World War Billy had sustained injuries from which he was never to fully recover. He was a familiar figure at the wheel of the family’s steam wagon, thick black smoke billowing in its wake, but was prone to accost strangers, especially young lads, making them stand to attention and marching them up and down the street like soldiers!

         In the days before mass entertainment games and sport played an important role in the lives of the valley people. Many of them were focussed on the local pubs. The Stannington Hunt, was one of the oldest in the country and met at any one of the pubs in the valley during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Its records echo down the centuries to the time that these valleys provided sport for their medieval lords. In the years before the First World War the hunt regularly turned out to follow the dogs on foot, chasing hares for miles through the valley and over the local moors. The valley’s clay miners would enjoy a game of knur and spell, a regular Yorkshire miners’ pastime, on the fields behind the Royal in Dungworth and the Robin Hood had both a skittle alley and a rifle range. The Stannington Cricket Club is recorded playing in 1805, making it one of the earliest in the country. Each of the tiny villages in the valley had cricket and football teams that competed in local leagues.

         Although it’s a way of life that has been pretty much swept away, the feeling of belonging to a closely knit community is not entirely lost. The valley is still largely self-contained with its own primary schools at Dungworth, Loxley and Stannington. Its ancient church at High Bradfield, on the hillside above the bend of the river, looks over its enormous parish. The scatter of nonconformist chapels, most now converted into quirky though desirable dwellings, is reminiscent of one of the Welsh mining valleys, an illusion that is strengthened by both the heritage of mining and tradition of singing. The only shop within the valley beyond Loxley and Stannington is now the Old Post Office in Low Bradfield. The local pubs, The Royal at Dungworth, the Nag’s Head at Stacy Bank, The Horns and The Plough at Bradfield, and the Strines however, attract numbers of visitors from the city.

         The upper valley is secluded and tends to keep itself to itself. The historic farms that dot the landscape are generally hidden, reached only down long tractor-width tracks. Given the common experience of rural crime there’s an understandable suspicion towards unrecognised visitors and to outsiders there’s an unwelcoming air of ‘Cold Comfort Farm’ about the glimpsed dilapidation and apparently random pieces of incomprehensible farm machinery that lay rusting and abandoned. Beyond the creeping suburbanisation of Loxley and Stannington there are only isolated farmsteads, small clusters and hamlets, built from the dark gritstone extracted from local quarries, and only the twin settlements of High and Low Bradfield and Dungworth can aspire to be villages. Within the valley other tiny clusters at Ughill and Holdworth retain an ancient air and appear not to have developed since they were the only valley settlements listed in the Domesday Book, amongst the possessions of a Saxon called Alderne. The only other little grouping of cottages, farmsteads and former chapel at Storrs accommodated local miners, farmers and cutlers in the nineteenth century.

         I don’t want to give the impression that little has altered within the Loxley Valley over the centuries for that would be quite untrue. Even before the industrial revolution had got underway external forces were influencing the way of life of the valley dwellers. From early days the energy of the river had been harnessed with the building of water mills. By the eighteenth century a string of mills along the valley bottom rang with the metallic sounds of forging and rolling to shape steel into blades whose fine edges were ground on locally cut sandstone grindstones. Many of the farmers who had wrested a precarious living from the poor stony hillsides for generations would augment their sparse living by adding a smithy to their outbuildings and became outworkers of the Sheffield trades, forging blades and grinding them in the mills beside the river below, before finishing and hafting the completed knives in their workshops. Pack horse trails snaked through the valley bringing materials and returning with finished products to the masters in the town over the hill.

         At the same time Sheffield’s growing steel industry exerted a growing influence over the working lives of the valley dwellers. The local geology is such that thin seams of coal and fireclays outcrop on the hillsides, both vital to the city’s developing industry. Thus, another tier was added to the local economy, that of mining, so that, over the next hundred years or so, this remarkable agricultural valley exhibited a unique economy based on water supply, coal and gannister mining, game-keeping, forestry, sheep and dairy farming and edge-tool production. And then, midway through the nineteenth century, the landscape of the valley was transformed by the construction of colossal embankments and the flooding of the valley floor to create four huge reservoirs serving the needs for water of the rapidly growing population of the city over the hill and leading to the event that would mark out the Loxley Valley in the history of world disasters.

         The twentieth century saw a gradual stagnation and decline in this way of life. Although large areas of the upper valley had been turned over to commercial forestry after the First World War, much of the land continued to be farmed in much the same manner as in the past. Horses were still being used on the land and for local milk deliveries into the 1960s, but it was getting harder to make a living. The waterwheels, although their use had lingered on well into the second half of the nineteenth century, finally succumbed to steam powered technology, a handful of rural cutlers still managed to eke out a living as outworkers but were never replaced, the mines closed and, by the 1980s the brick kilns of the massive factories in the valley floor that produced refractory bricks from the local clay for the declining steel industry were cold. Acres of decaying sheds still stand derelict.
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         Developing Local Tensions

         Dogged campaigners have, since the First World War, fought tooth and nail to retain the valley’s rural character, but on both the northern and southern hillsides of the lower valley the residential suburbs of the city have encroached. By the mid-nineteenth century a ribbon development of houses had already crept from Malin Bridge, the settlement at the point at which the Rivelin and Loxley meet, to connect to the old settlement of Loxley but the residential development of the higher, steeper hillsides on the southern ridge between the Loxley and Rivelin valleys at Stannington came much later. The map of Stannington as recently as 1948 shows a very different pattern to the one we see today. Even then there was no nuclear village as such, it consisted of a number of small clusters; Knowle Top, Nethergate, Uppergate, Nook End and Town End. Interwar housing had spread along the main road up the hill but it was Sheffield’s housing policy in 1962 that brought about a complete transformation of the village with the building of the Stannington council housing estate, including the three brutalist tower blocks that form such a feature of the skyline. At the same time many of the older farmhouses and buildings of Stannington were lost and the character of the village changed forever.
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          Today tensions are being felt in the valley. Heralded by the recent proposal for the development of a new housing scheme on a former industrial site beside the river in the valley bottom, the age-old pattern of settlement and Green Belt status is today under threat and highly contested. This is nothing new. In the 1980s a new estate, called the Acorn Estate, was laid out on the hillside sloping down the valley side from Stannington. In 2004 the Peak Park Policy Committee issued a Design Statement that summed up local feelings on the development:

         
            Local people feel the Acorn estate is an example of how not to design housing for the Loxley Valley. It was built in the early nineteen eighties, despite opposition from many local people. They still resent the way it dominates the top of the hill even though the builders attempted to produce local character by using stone, and copied traditional features from local barns and farm buildings. Even so, Acorn Hill still gives the impression of a sprawling suburban estate, lacking local character and completely out of keeping with its surroundings. Its flaws are in layout and density, and in the lack of a vegetation strategy.

         

         Thirty or so years on, the new houses of the Acorn Estate have to a large extent melded into the landscape, screened by the maturing trees, but it is doubtful that any new such scheme to develop housing on a greenfield site in the valley would gain approval. There are, however, a number of ‘brownfield’ sites, in particular the huge derelict brick factory sites, for which housing presents one solution to their redevelopment. As I write, the final homes on a new estate of sixty-two houses, called unimaginatively ‘The Brickworks’, that have been built on the former site of Dyson’s refractory brick works are being advertised for sale at prices from £299,950 to a staggering £619,950! The site, which stands in open country on a hillside called ‘The Griffs’, between Stannington and Dungworth, had been derelict since 2006 and plans for its development by Wakefield-based housebuilder Avant Homes, which finally gained planning consent in April 2017, were controversial. “We think market housing would be an inappropriate use of this site,” said the Friends of the Peak District and Council for the Preservation of Rural England, the CPRE, on learning of the proposals and continued;

         
            Just because a Green Belt site is disused and in need of cleaning up doesn’t make it suitable for housing, and certainly not for a generic housing solution from a volume housebuilder. We believe this is, without doubt, the wrong development for the site. The illustrated ‘quasi-traditional’ style street scenes suggest a pattern book residential estate with token green space and the sad-looking stump of the old landmark Dyson chimney. It looks like the kind of pastiche nonsense that gives development a bad reputation and suburbanises the countryside.

         

         Prior to the commencement of building the developers tried to be reassuring; “The 12 acre site represents the first incursion into the Sheffield green belt and as such was required to deliver a housing scheme of exemplar design and sustainability credentials, ensuring the 62 homes built on the site will be of the highest quality.” Now that it’s built people will have their own opinions as to the appropriateness of the development in this rural context and whether the developers have successfully met their own brief.

         Now the battlelines have been drawn up once again. Residents of the valley are bracing themselves for what could be a bitter fight against the development of a ‘township’ of 300 new homes in the middle of the green belt in woodland beside the river, a site presently occupied by derelict brick factory buildings. Hundreds of objectors have already made their views known to the planners claiming the development would ruin the ancient woodland, destroy wildlife, cause traffic chaos and be dangerous as the land is prone to flooding. It’s clear to everyone that something must be done to clear the dangerous and unsightly ruins that have been scandalously abandoned by the former owners, but who pays for the clear up and who has the final say in the site’s future is contentious.

         Chroniclers of the Valley’s Story

         In researching the curiosities of the Loxley Valley I’ve been struck by how many people have published their own thoughts on the subject. The earliest of these was Mr John Wilson, who occupied nearby Broomhead Hall during much of the 18th century. Broomhead Hall was a grand Victorian pile, mainly used as a shooting lodge, that stood hard against bleak moorland just over the ridge to the north of Bradfield. The original house was built in 1640 by Christopher Wilson, who is remembered for having turned down the chance of a knighthood by declining his invitation to the Coronation of Charles I. This hall stood on the site of a far earlier hall of the Wilsons who had occupied it from the thirteenth century. It was, however, destroyed by fire and rebuilt in 1831 and this in turn was tragically demolished in 1980, leaving only a few surviving outbuildings.

         John Wilson was typical of his time, a Georgian landed gentleman who had the leisure and wealth to occupy himself entirely to antiquarian research and collecting. It is said that he had “a little museum consisting of rare prints, a few paintings, and other objects natural and artificial, ancient and modern, of different degrees of curiosity and value and a cabinet of coins of considerable value.” A veritable local cabinet of curiosities. I can well imagine the ancient, dark wood-panelled hall, dusty bookshelves filled with leather-bound books, and manuscripts lining every wall, candlelight glinting from the glass covered cabinets of Bronze Age and Roman artefacts that were occasionally turned up by the plough in his fields.

         He would also collect local tales, customs and traditions from folk of the neighbourhood, a delightful example of such a local tale that he relates is:

         
            1780, Joseph Hadfield of Wigtwizzle, aged 55, tells the story of a man who was rescued after falling 40 fathoms down a mine shaft. Within a week he died after falling off a three legged-stool.

         

         But, above all, it is to him that we owe thanks for amassing an enormous collection of original deeds, court rolls, manorial records, and other material, dating from the thirteenth century onwards, relating to the locality, many to the Loxley Valley. Wilson’s archive went into private hands but much of it was eventually recovered and compiled by Mr J.G. Ronksley of Sheffield and was bought by Sheffield Libraries in 1916. It is now an invaluable resource for local historians in Sheffield Archives.

         Joseph Hunter, in preparing ‘Hallamshire, The History and Topography of the Parish of Sheffield in the County of York’, the definitive work on the history of Sheffield, published in 1819, visited Broomhead Hall and acknowledged the work done by John Wilson. He was able to consult Wilson’s manuscript collection and Hallamshire includes the research he carried out into the pedigree of many of the families of Sheffield and the surrounding area. Hunter was a Unitarian Minister, antiquarian, and deputy keeper of public records for England. He was acknowledged to be one of the leading historians of the time and became Vice President of the Society of Antiquaries of London. Amongst his many publications is a pamphlet he published in 1852 on Robin Hood, in which he argued that a servant of this name at the court of Edward II was identical with the famous outlaw. More of which later. In 1912 a group met at Sheffield University and created the Hunter Archaeological Society in his memory, which is still the city’s foremost archaeological research body. One of the founders of the Society was GHB Ward, who in 1901 founded the Sheffield Clarion Ramblers that was instrumental in researching rights of way and organising mass campaigns such as the Kinder Mass Trespass and the mass trespass along the Duke’s Road across the Bradfield Moors in 1932 to assert these lost rights to roam.

         From 1839 until his death in 1903, Rev. Alfred Gatty, was the much loved and respected vicar of Ecclesfield, the huge parish that until the mid-nineteenth century included the Loxley Valley. Although both he and his wife, Margaret, were literary figures of considerable note it was Margaret who achieved lasting fame as the author of Aunt Judy’s Children’s Magazine and illustrator of the standard work on British seaweeds. In 1869 Alfred enlarged and updated Joseph Hunter’s Hallamshire and this is the valuable edition that has been my constant guide in researching the valley’s story. Amongst his own works on local subjects, he published Sheffield, Past and Present in 1873 and A Life at One Living in 1884.

         It was, however, not an academic or historian but the reporter and proprietor of the Sheffield Times weekly newspaper, Samuel Harrison, who, in 1864, was to produce the most vivid and evocative description of the valley. In A Complete History of the Great Flood at Sheffield, he gives us a snapshot of its people, their occupations and buildings at one tumultuous moment in time; providing a constant reference point throughout this book.

         Amongst other prolific authors and collectors of local subjects Sidney Oldall Addy, stands out. He came from Norton and was the author of a number of books on local folklore and history, his best-known being The Hall of Waltheof, subtitled The Early Condition and Settlement of Hallamshire, published in 1893. The many illustrations and engravings make this one of the most beautifully produced books ever published on Sheffield.

         In recent years it has been David Hey, Emeritus Professor of Local and Family History at the University of Sheffield and President of the British Association for Local History, who has led the field in promoting the interest in local studies both locally and nationally. His researches, particularly into family history, made him a very popular speaker and writer and he has many publications to his name, his last works being Historic Hallamshire, A History of the Peak District Moors and The South Yorkshire Countryside, all of which have been invaluable in compiling this book. Very sadly David died in 2016.
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