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INTRODUCTION


I hope this ‘little’ book will hit the spot in your thirst for knowledge. I have tried to delve into the deeper corners of research material for those more obscure facts, and have learnt much myself about some of the funnier, odder or downright sinister bits of Black Country history. You, the reader, will probably read some and think ‘I know that’, but hopefully there will be much more you will not have heard or read before.


One difficulty I always have when writing about the Black Country is balance; with two former counties, four boroughs, nine or ten substantial towns and innumerable smaller settlements, I don’t want to leave anyone out. But it does make writing a bit more of a puzzle.


As always, there are people I want to thank for their help. Firstly my wife, for putting up with papers and books being strewn around the house while I was gathering my research material, and my step-daughter Rachael, who drew some of the images contained here. Also Doctor Michael Hall for his assistance on Francis Brett Young, and finally the Black Country Society for providing a wealth of written material over a forty-six year period, which provides me with so many avenues for my research


I hope this book provides enjoyment and some enlightenment about this great region of ours.


Michael Pearson, 2013





THE BLACK COUNTRY SOCIETY


This voluntary society of some 1,800 members worldwide is associated with the British Association for Local History (BALH). It was founded in 1967 as a reaction to the late 1950s/early 1960s trend of amalgamating local authorities and other bodies into larger units. In the Midlands, this swept away the area’s industrial heritage in the process.


The general aim of the society is to create interest in the past, present and future of the Black Country. It campaigned for the establishment of an industrial museum, and in 1975 the Black Country Museum was established on twenty-six acres of derelict land adjoining Dudley Castle grounds. This has been developed into an award-winning museum, attracting over 250,000 annually.


All members receive a copy of the quarterly magazine, The Blackcountryman, over 190 of which have been published. In these magazines are some 3,500 authoritative articles on all aspects of the Black Country, by historians, teachers, researchers, students, subject experts and ordinary folk with an extraordinary story to tell. The whole represents a unique resource about the area, a mine of information for students and researchers who frequently refer to it. 2,000 copies are printed and contributors do not receive payment for their articles.


W: www.blackcountrysociety.co.uk


E: editor@blackcountrysociety.co.uk


PO Box 71 Kingswinford DY6 9YN
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BEFORE THE BLACK COUNTRY


DOMESDAY BOOK AND BEFORE


The very earliest inhabitants of Dudley were not humans, but a class of marine animals from which lobsters, crabs and shrimp evolved. Sometimes compared to the wood louse, they lived in shallow seas, grubbing about on the seabed looking for food.


I am describing a trilobite, the variety being Calymene Blumenbachii, better known as the Dudley Locust. They lived during the Silurian period (about 443 to 416 million years ago), and died out during the period when the coal swamps were being formed. The best specimens come from limestone excavations from the Industrial Revolution.
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There were very early human residents at Sandwell. There is evidence of human inhabitation in the Sandwell Valley as early as 6000–4000 BC. Over 800 flint tools and debris have been found, dated to the later Mesolithic Period (about 10,000–5000 BC). This was when humans began their first steps in land management. It followed the retreat of the glaciers from the Pleistocene period, and man began to move north.


The first evidence of farming was also in Sandwell Valley from the Neolithic Period about 4000–2500 BC; tools to cut down trees and clear ground were found. The region continued to be inhabited through the Bronze Age (2500–500 BC) and Iron Age (500 BC–AD 43).


On the fringes of the Black Country at Streetly, remains of Neolithic Man and substantial numbers of flints were found in the 1950s in a field surrounding Bourne Pool. An excavation took place and it concluded that the land was used as a campsite and an early factory for making flint tools.


A number of Roman remains have been found around the region. At Rowley Regis a cracked earthenware pot was discovered in 1794, next to it a Roman coin. More coins were then found, totalling 120. Some years later the hoard disappeared and has not been seen since. Further finds were made at Cakemore near Halesowen and Hurst Hill at Sedgley.


As Roman influences receded, the Anglo-Saxons came onto the scene. Their influence can be seen in many of the place names in the Black Country. ‘Ton’ at the end of a town name is an Anglo-Saxon influence, and clearings on hill slopes for pasture were named ‘leah’, as seen in Warley, Dudley and Cradley.


The Celtic influence is also still present, in names such as Kinver and Pencricket Lane in Blackheath. It is thought that people whose roots lie firmly in the Black Country will have a mixture of Anglo-Saxon and Celtic DNA, probably with a bit of Roman and some coal dust.


Early religion in the Black Country was Christian, from the days when the Anglo-Saxons became Christian. St Chad’s diocese was founded at Lichfield and covered the land that became the Black Country.


In the eighth century the martyrdom of St Kenelm took place on Clent Hills. The Mercian boy-prince Kenelm was put under the guardianship of a distinctly unsavoury character. He awoke from a puzzling nightmare and asked his nurse for interpretation. It involved a tree with Kenelm at the top of it. A band of men began chopping down the tree and then Kenelm grew wings and flew towards heaven. He was murdered a short time later.


The Pope sent emissaries to investigate the incident and discovered Kenelm’s body beneath a hawthorn that had sprung up. Nearby, a clear water spring was found, thought to have healing properties. A shrine was built on the hillside which became a place for great pilgrimage; later a church was built under the patronage of Halesowen Abbey.


The Battle of Tettenhall took place in AD 910 in August. It is said that Edward the Elder, the Saxon King, supplied the army that defeated the Danes and halted their invasion of England. The army was probably led by Lord Aethelred II of Mercia and his wife Aethelfleda, ‘Lady of the Mercians’.


The location of the battle is unclear. Aside from Tettenhall, other suggested sites have been Wednesfield, Stowheath or even Wombourne Common. It is alleged, in different accounts, that two or three Danish Kings were killed during the battle.



PLACES FROM
DOMESDAY BOOK AND BEFORE







	Darlaston


	–


	Deorlaf’s Town / Derlavestone







	Wolverhampton


	–


	Heantune (Hantone) AD 985







	Tettenhall


	–


	Totehala (or Totenhale)







	Wednesbury


	–


	Wadnesberie







	Willenhall


	–


	Winehala







	Tipton


	–


	Tibintone / Tibbington







	Sedgley


	–


	Segleslei







	Amblecote


	–


	Elmelecote







	Halesowen


	–


	Hala







	Warley


	–


	Werwelie







	Dudley


	–


	Dudelei







	Cradley


	–


	Cradelei







	Pelsall


	–


	Peolshale







	Smethwick


	–


	Smedewich








In 1086–87 King William ordered the Domesday Survey so data was collected on each parcel of land (or hide). A hundred hides made up a ‘hundred’. Staffordshire was made up of five hundreds; two of them were Seisdon and Offlow, and these made up much of the northern part of the Black Country.


The rest, mainly the southern acres, were partly in Worcestershire and partly Shropshire (Halesowen was a detached part of Shropshire for a time).


Many names in the Domesday Book are unrecognisable from those acquired later, although some can be easily guessed, e.g. Wednesberie and Billestune. There are some significant errors: Walsall, Oldbury, Stourbridge and Darlaston have no mention; and Cippermore and Haswic have no modern day equivalent.
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The survey shows that the King himself owned a considerable part of the South Staffordshire land. He had hunting rights from Pensnett to Kinver, and owned much of Bloxwich, Bilston and Willenhall. With ninety-six people, Wednesbury was the most populous place he held, compared to thirty-two in Birmingham and forty-six at West Bromwich.
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Modern-day translations of the Domesday Survey are available to help decipher what was written in 1086/87; the information gives a fascinating insight into life in the rural midlands 500 years before the beginning of the Industrial Revolution.


In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, three monastic priories were built in the Black Country. In 1130 the Benedictine Order built Sandwell Priory in the forest of West Bromwich, close to the ‘Sanwell’. By 1526, when it was suppressed, it was already in a ruined condition.


Dudley Priory was founded in 1180 by the Cluniac Order, and was founded in the shadow of Dudley Castle. It was also dissolved in 1540, but its ruins remain today in Priory Park.


Halesowen Priory was the third Black Country monastery, founded in 1214 as a convent for the white canons of St Mary’s. The boundaries of land owned by the Manor Abbey were marked by crosses as follows: Haden Cross at the foot of High Haden, Holy Cross at Clent, Lye Cross, and the fourth was at Rood End.


The significance of Halesowen Priory was said to be their relic. Enclosed in a jewelled shrine was the complete head of St Barbara, a Roman saint. Her head was cut off by her father 1,000 years previously because she was a Christian.


A report of Barbara’s relics being located at St Michael’s Golden-Domed Monastery in Kiev, cloud the claim for Halesowen. But no report I have found actually mentions the head of the saint being anywhere but at Halesowen.


On dissolution by Henry VIII, a farmhouse was built into Halesowen Priory ruins. It is still part of Manor Farm today and so not physically accessible to the public, but it is viewable from a public footpath.
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SOME TOWN AND PLACE FACTS


Stourbridge – Its present name came from ‘bridge over the river Stour’, but how did the river get its name? Duignan states that the early form of the name was ‘Sture’, the same as the other five rivers in England now called Stour. In the Subsidy Rolls of 1333 it was ‘Sturbrugg’ and later in 1375 it had evolved to ‘Stourbrugge’, ‘Brugge’ being an old form of the word bridge.


It is thought that Stourbridge town existed before Domesday, under the name ‘Sture’, which was mentioned in AD 781. Prior to the reign of Henry VI (1422–1453) Stourbridge was called ‘Bedcote’, an earlier name being ‘Bettecote’, meaning ‘Betta’s Cot’.


Dudley – Dudley Castle is described as towering up on a hill (now Castle Hill) and is named after English Saxon Dudo (or Dodo). The castle was built around AD 700 and is mentioned in the Domesday Book (AD 1086) as being owned by William Fitz Ansculph.


West Bromwich – West Bromwich was a country village in the reign of Edward I.


Nearby Wednesbury has a history dating back to Saxon times, named after the old Saxon Jove ‘Woden’. A strong castle was built in AD 916 by Princess Ethelfreda, daughter of King Alfred (I wonder if she burned the cakes?) This was on the site now occupied by the parish church.


Cradley became a medieval manor and was linked to Hales Owen, then a detached part of Shropshire. Cradley stayed in Worcestershire, but to avoid confusion with the ‘other’ Cradley in Worcestershire, it became known as Cradley Staffordshire.
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In 1974 with the amalgamation and creation of the West Midlands, the name ‘Cradley’ disappeared from postal addresses and it became part of Halesowen.


Sedgley – The beacon at Sedgley is said by some to have been the site of Druidical sacrifice and worship.


Walsall – it is said that the town may have furnished the bits, stirrups and spurs of many knights in the Wars of the Roses (1421–1487).


In 1540 the antiquary Leland said: ‘Waulleshall, a little town in Staffordshir … there be many smiths and bytte makers yn the towne. It longith now to the king and there is a park of that name scant half a mile from the towne. At Waulleshall be pittes of se cole, pyttes of lyme …’


Rowley – dates back to 1173 and is not mentioned in the Domesday Book. A church was built around AD 1200 which probably signifies there was a population in the area. The church was built from ‘Rowley Rag’, the local stone. By 1500 Rowley Regis was named as a village in various documents.


Pelsall – has been in existence for at least 1,000 years, as Wulfrun’s charter (dated AD 994) recorded land in ‘Peolshale’. The Domesday Book records the land as ‘waste’ with half a hide owned by the Canons of Wolverhampton. In 1215–1224 a mill is mentioned at Peleshale.


The Delves – was once described as an oasis between Walsall, Wednesbury and West Bromwich. The origin of the name is unclear, but Thor, the hammer wielding Norse God of thunder, lightning, storms and oak trees (among other things), had a servant called Delve. In Viking times ‘bog-iron’ was dug out and smelted.


Halesowen – was made a borough in about 1232. This status remained until 1835, when the Municipal Act omitted it. Its status was regained in 1936, but lost again when absorbed into Dudley in 1974. The Halesowen authority was less than impressed with this and issued a booklet entitled ‘Last Will and Testament’, recording the borough’s achievements.


Withymoor – is a name associated with the large housing estate just outside Brierley Hill. The name derives from 1813, when a local scythe blade and spade maker issued his ‘Withymoor’ penny token.


Smethwick – is recorded in the Domesday Book, but didn’t feature in history until the eighteenth century, when it was first recorded as having a church. In 1801 the population was only about 1,100. The canal and railway boom stimulated growth and the population had risen to 54,000 in 1901.


Dorothy Parkes realised Smethwick did not have its own church and so set about doing something about it, to prevent the village from collapsing into godlessness. Dorothy settled enough money and land to build a brick church with a classical tower, to be built within three years of her death. The church was completed in 1732 and Dorothy, who had been buried in Harborne churchyard, was reinterred into the church she had provided. It is said that she was the founder of modern Smethwick.
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Smethwick, pronounced locally as ‘Smerrick’, is one of the towns whose ‘Blackcountryness’ may be in dispute. With West Bromwich on one side, and Birmingham on the other, where does Smethwick belong?


In 1966 the town was moved from Staffordshire to join Oldbury and Rowley Regis in the new County Borough of Warley in Worcestershire. A few years later in 1974 it became part of Sandwell; did this mean Smethwick lost its identity, its sense of significance?


Smethwick history tended to focus on Boulton and Watt, Chance’s, Tangye’s and perhaps a handful of other factories. But no one can deny the importance of those many residents of the rows of terraced houses who contributed to the industrial development of the region. Unfortunately, this does not answer the original question – Black Country or Birmingham?


It may be there is no answer to the question, or perhaps there are thousands of answers. So, people of Smethwick, are you Brummies or Black Country folk?
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THE BLACK COUNTRY



FROM RURAL BACKWATER TO
THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION



Cartography began in the sixteenth century. The earliest map of the British Isles, in 1540, makes no mention of any settlement in the Black Country. Speed’s 1611 map of Staffordshire shows more detail: much of the Black Country is shown in Offlow and Seisdon Hundreds; Dudley is a part of Worcestershire, except the castle; Hales Owen is a detached part of Shropshire.


There was development during the seventeenth century, but mapping was still very much in its infancy. Roads and other features started to be included and town names varied; early Sturbridge became Stourbridge and Himley had a couple of iterations from Henley to Hirnley.


By the eighteenth century, maps developed a much more recognisable style to those we see today. They were less works of art and more useful for navigation. The major change came in 1801, when the first Ordnance Survey maps were published.


It took until the twenty-first century, however, for the descriptive name ‘The Black Country’ to appear on the latest version of the Ordnance Survey map – and that came about only because of a local campaign to have it included.


There has been much debate about who coined the term ‘Black Country’ and when? This question has been explored, researched, discussed and argued, and a number of theories have been put forward. Some have contended the name relates back to the eighteenth century, because black coal was visible at the surface in places, but no use of the name itself has yet been found prior to the 1840s.


Though the debate on the ‘when’ continues, the ‘why’ does seem to be fairly obvious. The region was the largest centre for mining and industry during the period of the Industrial Revolution. No other possible interpretation comes close to matching this theory. Certainly by 1846 the name was directly associated with industry.


In 1830 William Cobbett, in his book Rural Rides, wrote about the ‘truck’ or ‘tommy’ system operating in the ‘iron country’. The truck system (also known as ‘tommy truck’) was a system whereby workers were paid in whole or part with tokens, which could only be redeemed at shops owned by their employer at inflated prices. The system had existed since the fifteenth century and was outlawed in the late nineteenth century.


In 1843 Thomas Tancred, in his first report of the Midland Mining Commission on South Staffordshire, referred to the region as ‘The Coalfield’. In 1838 William Hawkes Smith commented on changes in ‘The South Staffordshire Mining District’ since 1780.
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When writing the first edition of this book, the first recorded use of the phrase ‘Black Country’ that I could find came in a March 1846 report in Lloyds London Weekly Newspaper, reporting on the quarterly meeting of the ‘Black Country Ironmasters’. The search goes on for even earlier mentions, however. – I have since found another date in a copy of Staffordshire Advertiser, dated 27/11/1841, beating the original date by 5 years.


The year 1868 is believed to be when the phrase was first used in a book title. The book was Walks in the Black Country and Its Green Borderland by Elihu Burritt, the United States consul in Birmingham. By the 1860s there were many references to the use of the phrase and it appears to be widely used to describe the region.


GEOGRAPHY AND GEOLOGY LESSONS


The Black Country Boundary has never been formally defined. It is not an administrative district in its own right and originally straddled the counties of Worcestershire and Staffordshire, with the Halesowen anomaly of being in Shropshire for some time. The most ‘traditional’ boundary is the land under which lies the 30ft-thick Staffordshire coal seam. This was the definition used by the founders of the Black Country Society in 1967.


In 1974 the County of West Midlands was formed. This boundary totally enclosed the whole area of the ‘traditional’ Black Country. The four authorities of Dudley, Sandwell, Walsall and Wolverhampton all contain parts of the Black Country.


There are frequent, often heated, debates about what is in and what is out. The main areas that are ‘in’ are fairly obvious but the borderlands are slightly more difficult to categorise. Should Wolverhampton, Walsall and Smethwick be categorised as being ‘in’? Where does Halesowen fit into the picture? Should we be examining the credentials of Stourbridge more closely?


I am not qualified to decide on a definitive answer, and suspect that the question must be one of those enigmas of English geography that will never be resolved to everyone’s satisfaction. It is the only region I know where there is a well-known border of importance to its population, but many do not know for certain whether they are ‘in’ or not.


To answer my own question, for the purposes of this book, I take a ‘Catholic’ view of the border. This includes the four local authorities I have already mentioned, which means that traditional border disputes in parts of Walsall, Wolverhampton and Smethwick will not be issues for me.


One simple metaphoric border I will throw in is a personal one to everyone. If you identify yourself as having good Black Country ancestors, with roots in the region, and believe you are a Black Country ‘mon’ or ‘womon’, then you probably are.


Coal is the reason the Black Country became what it is. In Cradley the first record of coal being mined was in 1640. In the 1680s in Wednesbury, coal was dug out from beneath the topsoil. Netherton colliers could simply dig coal out of the hillside to about 100 yards without sinking a shaft. But, is all coal the same? It takes many forms and each is important in different ways. Coal was the ‘black gold’ of the Black Country, and it was important to be able to describe the types of coal.


Brooch (brewch) coal – was found 15ft down and was about 3ft 6ins thick. Brooch was first class house coal. It was fast-burning, produced plenty of heat and left only a tiny amount of ash.


[image: Illustration]


Flying reed coal – was found below the brooch coal. It was not as good as brooch because it left more residue grey ash, but was still good house coal.


Thick coal – the most well-known coal, it was famed world-wide in coal circles. It was harder, very bright to look at and gave off excellent heat, but made dirty house coal with lots of white ash.


Heathen (haythen) coal – was difficult to sell because, while it was fast burning, it left large quantities of white ash and ‘bats’ in the fire grate.


The Hailstone is a Rowley Black Country legend. This monolithic structure was located on the slopes of the dolerite shelf forming part of the Rowley Hills. It is said the stone came to be because of a tremendous battle between Anglo-Saxon god Woden and Norse god Thor.


Woden, with his hounds, stood astride Rowley Hill and Thor stood on Clent Hills, surrounded by his warriors of the north. As the battle raged, Thor lifted a great boulder, placed it into his giant sling and tossed it at Woden. The boulder missed and landed within the side of the Rowley Hills.


The stone cast a shadow over all the Black Country people. Sixty feet high, it towered with a girth like the tower of an ancient castle. Locals came from all over to climb the craggy rock, knowing it was unique and precious.


Around 1879, industrialists blew up the stone. During the destruction two men, Fred Wright and Benjamin Bate, were killed. The rock was used to make roads and fireplaces around the Black Country.


Ocker Hill possibly got its name because of clay used in an early pottery business. In 1686 Dr Robert Plot, a Natural History writer described earthenware, commonly produced in Wednesbury, as being decorated with a reddish slip which they got from Tipton. The slip was ochre in colour and, until recently there were two exposures of ochre-coloured clay at Ocker Hill. Potters Lane, Wednesbury was only a mile from Ocker Hill. Not proof positive, but it does support the theory.


Willenhall was known as ‘Umpshire’ during the Industrial Revolution. Rumour has it that houses and pubs had holes in the wall so there was room for the hump when someone sat down. The deformities were said to have developed because of heavy labour carried out in the mines and factories before people’s bodies had fully formed. There may be some truth in this.


The lock trade around Willenhall was a prevalent local business and the nature of the work was likely to cause the deformities described.


Lye Waste seems to be a funny name for a village, if you could call it that. ‘The Waste’ has existed since 1650, when vagabonds took possession and built mud houses. The houses were built on ‘Waste Bank’, a slum area overlooking the Lye itself.


The dialect in the Waste was very distinctive, even for the Black Country. It was notable for the use of Anglo-Saxon words and endings to words. For example, ‘shoes’ were ‘shoen’ and ‘houses’ were ‘housen’. Lye residents were miners, anvil makers, bucket and bath makers and nail makers.


Gig Mill in Stourbridge derives its name from the manufacture of woollen goods. A ‘gig’ was a machine by which the ‘shag’ or ‘nap’ is raised on blankets and other cloth. The trade existed in 1693 and lasted for at least 200 years, until the early nineteenth century.


Hungary Hill at Stourbridge, which has a junction with the Lye to Stourbridge road, was thought to have been named after immigrant Hungarians living in the area. They were the founders of the Stourbridge glass industry; a glassworks there was mentioned in 1699.


Another suggestion was that the land may have been poor quality for agricultural purposes, making people hungry. But it was in fact valuable as a rich source of clay and coal and both were mined extensively. All we know for sure is that the name dates back a number of centuries.


Sot’s ’Ole is a peculiarly named area in West Bromwich. Lloyd Street was at one point populated by working-class people. It continued on into Dagger Lane, where the housing stock consisted of more up-market residences; bungalows and stately villas. At one point, near to Hill House Farm, there is a steep dip in the terrain. This small part of Dagger Lane was known to Lloyd Street residents as Sot’s ’Ole. But why?


One explanation claims it was a regular resting place for an old drunkard. Or in the early eighteenth century, there was a public house in the hollow called The Bear and Ragged Staff, that was run by Richard Reeves, aka ‘Old Sot’. The area has now been built over and is known as Temple Meadows Road.
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