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            INTRODUCTION

         

         Shropshire is a unique part of the British Isles in so many ways. Until King Offa of Mercia annexed the area in the 8th century, Shropshire was part of Wales and for centuries became a buffer between Wales and England and a political pawn, as successive invaders battled over its domain.

         The Romans, Saxons, Vikings, Danes and the Normans have all in some way left their mark on this beautiful part of these islands.

         It Happened In Shropshire is intended to entertain and to give a snapshot, a full-colour snapshot, of Shropshire, its Salopian citizens, events both historical and mythical and its development – while also attempting to highlight the county’s contribution to Britain’s history and culture.

         Perversely the scholar and poet renowned for singing the praises of Shropshire was neither born, raised, educated nor lived in the county but has become synonymous with Shropshire through his poem, A Shropshire Lad. Alfred Edward Housman wrote several of his poems about Shropshire without having set foot in the county. His ‘blue remembered hills’ were his view of the Shropshire hills from a hilltop in his hometown of Fockbury, Worcestershire. The majority of his time was spent in London where he was Professor of Latin at University College before being appointed Kennedy Professor of Latin at Cambridge in 1911.

         His acclaimed work, A Shropshire Lad, is written from the perspective of a young man living in London, feeling lonely and nostalgic for his home county and his past. When the book of poetry was published and became successful, those who knew Housman personally had difficulty reconciling his sober, almost severe presence, with the whimsical, nostalgic first person of his poetry sequence. Furthermore, those who came to Shropshire seeking the places that Housman featured in his work were often confounded to find that he had changed certain features. Nevertheless he did visit Shropshire from time to time and when he died in 1936 his ashes were buried outside the north wall of St Laurence’s Church in Ludlow, where now a tablet is inscribed with a few lines of his poetry.
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               A. E. Housman’s memorial, St Laurence’s Church, Ludlow. The lines of poetry read: ‘Goodnight ensured release, Imperishable Peace, Have these for yours.’

            

         

         Before embarking on the task of constructing this book I had what best could be described as a skimpy knowledge of the county. However, after research and visiting many parts of Shropshire, I must confess that I now share Housman’s love of the county. The countryside and the picturesque, unspoilt villages and towns are best characterised, I think, by the small town of Much Wenlock where I stayed.

         There I encountered no graffiti, local people comfortable with one another, an excellent programme of community events and a real sense of community spirit. Superb medieval buildings, the Guild Hall dating from 1540, the Priory ruins going back to the 12th century and the timbered 1682 Raynald’s Mansion in the High Street are complemented by the up-to-date service at the Raven Hotel. Built in 1700, the hotel incorporates Alms Houses from the 15th century and in the grounds are the remnants of a hall from the 14th century. Inside the hotel, the dining rooms are linked by a conservatory, the tiled floor of which has embedded in it a round toughened glass aperture, affording a glimpse into an ancient well below.

         Baron De Coubertin was staying in Much Wenlock in 1890 when he addressed a meeting of 60 local people at The Raven. He had come to the town to meet William Penny Brookes, founder of the Modern Olympic Games. The hotel represents all that is best in my experience of Shropshire, utilising the history of the town to attract visitors and then by good service and cuisine that compares favourably with a top restaurant, ensuring that the visitor will want to return.

         Many excellent books have been written by experts in their field on the history of Shropshire, its geology, canals, railways, mines, murders, its myths and legends. During my research I have been very much entertained and in awe of the authors’ detailed knowledge in their specialised fields. I cannot hope to replicate in one book the fine detail of so many expert publications in so many specialised subjects.

         Nevertheless, I trust that readers will be able to dip in and out of this publication, seeking those pieces that interest them, and I hope that by avoiding too much detail and by keeping the narrative flowing, this book will have appeal to most Salopians and to those with a genuine interest in the county’s history, characters and evolution.

         Salopians! What are the origins of this term which refers to a native of Shropshire? The Normans had a word for the area that was so unpronounceable that they shortened and softened it to Salopesberia or Salopescira and naturally, over the centuries, it softened to Salop. In 1888 the county council was actually called Salop County Council, a title that formally lasted until 1980 when the name of Shropshire County Council was adopted. However, a native of Shropshire is still today referred to as a Salopian.
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               The medieval High Street in Much Wenlock is flanked by glorious timber-framed buildings, limestone cottages and Elizabethan architecture.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            NOT MANY PEOPLE KNOW THIS! UNIQUE SHROPSHIRE FACTS

            
               	The River Severn is the longest river in Britain. It was once also the busiest river in Europe.

               	Charles II famously hid from Roundhead soldiers in an oak tree in the grounds of Boscobel House, near Albrighton, in 1651.

               	In 1709, Abraham Darby became the first man to use coal in the form of coke in the process of iron smelting.

               	The world’s first cast iron bridge was built in Ironbridge in 1779 by Darby’s grandson, Abraham Darby III.

               	The Ironbridge Gorge Museum is now a World Heritage Site.

               	Lord Hill of Hawkstone Park was second-in-command to Wellington at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815.

               	The modern Olympic Games were born in Much Wenlock in 1850.

               	Shrewsbury MP Benjamin Disraeli became Prime Minister in 1868 and again in 1874 for a further 6 years.

               	Shrewsbury Flower Show was established in 1875. It is the oldest in the world.

               	Also in 1875, Dawley-born Matthew Webb became the first man to successfully swim the English Channel.

               	In 1911, Whitchurch-born composer Edward German wrote a Coronation March and Hymn for King George V. 


               	During World War II, General Charles de Gaulle and his family were offered sanctuary in Gadlas Hall, Ellesmere, from 1940-1.

               	League soccer came to Shrewsbury, Shropshire in 1950.

               	Salopian Sir Gordon Richards was knighted in 1953. He remains the only jockey to receive a Knighthood.

               	In April 1959, footballer Billy Wright became the first player to win 100 caps for the English national side.

               	The 1966 World Cup-winning England football team trained at Lilleshall Sports Centre.

               	Shrewsbury won the popular television programme It’s a Knockout in 1969.

               	Telford United Football Club played in the very first non-League F.A. Cup Final at Wembley in 1970.

               	The lowest-ever weather temperature was recorded on 10 January, 1982 in Edgmond, Telford. The temperature was -26ºC.

               	The 1987 Golf World Matchplay final was contested by two Salopians: Ian Woosnam and Sandy Lyle.

               	Both Woosnam and Lyle won the US Masters at Augusta National Golf Club in 1988 and 1991 respectively.

               	The G8 Summit of World Leaders was held at Weston Park in 1998.

               	Bridgnorth has the only inland cliff railway in Britain.

               	Shrewsbury is considered to be one of the most haunted towns in Britain.


            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

            Chapter One

            SHROPSHIRE: A PROFILE

         

         Shropshire has under 300,000 inhabitants spread across its 1,250 square miles, so it is not densely populated, that ratio being only a third of the national average. For its size though, Shropshire has made an astonishing contribution to England’s social and cultural history.

         To most people the county is best known for its medieval towns and castles, for being close to the Welsh Border, for the wonder and ingenuity of Offa’s Dyke, for being the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution, and for its farming. However, it has also produced some remarkable individuals who have represented Britain on the world stage and Shropshire has, over the centuries, remained vibrant and has used the advantages of its geography and history to good effect.

         Britain, over the millennia, has been submerged under tropical warm waters, frozen in the Ice Age, turned to barren desert, and covered in huge rain forests. Shropshire of course has undergone the same cycle and much of the county was fashioned by forces beyond the control of man. Amazing to think that Wenlock Edge was once under warm tropical waters and when it rose up out of the sea it was formed out of millions and millions of shells of small marine life forms.

         More than 300 million years ago large parts of Shropshire were under tropical warm swamps, containing giant ferns and rotting trees and vegetation that were gradually absorbed into the stagnating swamp, mud and moisture. As time moved on, the residue formed peat which in turn became compressed and solidified into coal. These layers were eventually exposed to water brought down by rivers containing limestone from the shells of millions of small sea creatures.

         The rich geological layers would, millions of years later, form the foundation of Shropshire’s Industrial Revolution. The geological cycle resulted in the formation of seams of coal, limestone and iron-laden rock, the raw materials so crucial to the smelting of iron, which was to be the springboard of Shropshire’s industrial boom. The planet Earth embraces 12 recognised geological phases – Shropshire bears the evidence of 10 of them!

         One of the very first inhabitants of the county has been traced back as far as the Triassic Period, around 240 million years ago. Its fossils indicate that the plant-eating reptile, Rynchosaurus, had the capability of growing to the size of a small hippopotamus, and its footprints have been found in the quarry at Grinshill, Shropshire.

         However, evidence of a more exotic Shropshire resident, dating from the Ice Age, was discovered by a lady whose dog started to dig in a gravel pit in a quarry in the village of Condover in September 1986. Subsequent excavations revealed the exciting discovery of the remains of five Woolly Mammoths: one adult and four juveniles. The skeleton of the adult is believed to be the most complete of any Woolly Mammoth found in Great Britain. In 2009 scientists from the Natural History Museum in London, following state-of-the-art radiocarbon dating technology, established that the animals had died around 14,000 years ago. It had previously been believed that the Woolly Mammoth became extinct in northwest Europe more than 20,000 years ago. The Shropshire find was important in that it confirmed that mammoths had survived in Britain for much longer than previously accepted.

         In May 2009 staff at the Orthopaedic Hospital at Gobowen, north Shropshire, at the request of the Ludlow Museum Resource Centre who supplied bones from the adult mammoth, were requested to X-ray the remains to ascertain the cause of death. Daniel Lockett, the curator of natural science at the Ludlow Museum Resource Centre which proudly houses more than 80% of the original find, told me in November 2009 that the results of the cause of death were still being analysed. There is a model of the adult mammoth taken from the original skeleton, on display at the Shropshire Hills Discovery Centre in Craven Arms.

         The Ice Age 15,000 years ago was responsible for geographically shaping the Shropshire of today. As the huge glaciers covering the landscape started to thaw and move, massive channels were gouged out of the land. As the ice retreated it created valleys and ravines and a rich mix of clay and sand, the Shropshire soil that would much later form the basis of its agricultural industry. The melting ice bore with it boulders, rocks and other abrasive materials, sandpapering landscapes smooth of any protruding features. Sometimes the ice sheets caused the softer muddier ground to cave in and resulted in the formation of lakes.

         The consequence of nature’s volatility resulted in Shropshire being fashioned into two distinct areas. The north of the county has a large, flat, fertile plain and is plentiful in sandstone left over from the days when the region was covered by desert. Most of Shropshire’s larger towns are located in the north. The south of the county is very different, with hill ranges, river valleys, forests and woods.

         Here, an area of some 300 square miles is designated as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. It was eulogised by the Shropshire poet A. E. Housman. The county’s distinctive natural geographical features include Ironbridge Gorge, the distinctive Long Mynd plateau at 1760 feet high and the jagged, bleak Stiperstones at 1690 feet high. Brown Clee Hill, one of the Clee Hills range, is the highest of all at 1790 feet. Most of the county is more rural, sparsely populated, well-forested and very much a creation of those very early, violent forces of nature.

         Ancient tools, mainly flints made from pebbles or shards of rock, indicate that Man inhabited the Shropshire area around 4000BC. Neolithic arrowheads and stone axes indicate activity during the latter stages of the Stone Age and there is plentiful evidence of Shropshire life around the Bronze Age. Burial mounds at Long Mynd, Shrewsbury and Ludlow, stone circles, dug-out canoes and evidence of trade with flints identified as having come from East Anglia in exchange for stone axes, indicate an active, thriving community.

         However, there is plenty of evidence throughout the county of fortified settlements of round huts and hill forts through the Stone Age, Bronze Age and Iron Age to indicate that it was also a violent time when ancient man was forced to protect his crops, animals, fishing ground and family.

         Shropshire has benefited from exposure to a series of cultures from totally different environments: the Welsh border tribes, followed by the Romans, Saxons, Vikings and then the Normans have all left distinctive features in the Shropshire of today. The Romans moved into the Shropshire/Wales area around 52AD and set up a military camp at Wroxeter (5 miles east of Shrewsbury). This was used firstly as a base to attack the Welsh, from 58AD when Emperor Nero set out to destroy the Welsh, until 80AD, when Wroxeter was secured as a Roman stronghold, a fortress. At the end of concerted Roman military activity, the fortress became a city and at its peak from 100-200AD it was a thriving centre populated by army veterans, traders and their families. At one time this walled, fortified city that the Romans called Viroconium, covered 200 acres and with a population of 5000 it was the fourth-largest Roman settlement in Britain.

         Excavations which still continue have revealed many fascinating Roman features: plaster ceilings, mosaic floors, doors with locks and padlocks, pens, tools, a forum, bath house and a water system supplied by an aqueduct almost a mile long. There are other features scattered around the county revealing the presence of the Romans but when they left, tribal elements ruled for a time and Wroxeter was at the centre of the struggle for power.

         Shortly after the Romans left, tribes from what is now Germany arrived and became the dominant power between 410AD and the arrival of the Normans in 1066. A number of Shropshire village names still bear the derivation from the Anglo-Saxon, including Woolstaston, Whittington, Melverley and many more. Many Saxon buildings, particularly churches, have survived.
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               Excavated remains of the Roman fortress at Wroxeter (or Viriconium), estimated to be the fourth-largest Roman settlement in Britain.

            

         

         During their time of dominance there were four main Anglo Saxon tribal regions in Great Britain, each with its own kingdom. The Mercian Kingdom encompassed what became Shropshire and was bounded by the massive River Severn. The most prominent of the Saxon Kings during the 8th century was King Offa of Mercia. Perhaps influenced by the amazing feat of Hadrian’s Roman wall, King Offa started a similar project, although historians believe that Offa’s Dyke was more intended to serve as a demarcation line: a boundary between Mercia and the Welsh Border.

         Offa’s Dyke comprised a ditch on the Welsh side and a bank on the Mercian side, running for almost 180 miles from Prestatyn to Chepstow and in places it is almost 12 feet high. Over 100 miles longer than Hadrian’s wall, it is the longest surviving archaeological construction in Britain.

         Some experts also now believe that the less famous Wat’s Dyke, previously thought to pre-date Offa’s Dyke, may have been built afterwards and they are agreed that it also served as a boundary. It runs for 40 miles from Flintshire and finishes 9 miles into Shropshire, at Maesbury, by the River Severn. In places it is very close to Offa’s boundary. The lack of evidence of fortifications anywhere along either construction makes it hard to believe that they were used for military purposes.

         Around 800AD, new and powerful visitors with their distinctive longships sailed up the River Severn from the open sea and created a settlement by the river at Quatford, south of Bridgnorth. They were the Vikings and would be a daunting presence in Shropshire for the next two hundred years. A sea-borne warrior race, for a time they terrorised parts of Europe with their fast ships and mobile hit-and-run raids. However, they settled in England and conquered three of the Saxon Kingdoms until they were defeated at the Battle of Edington in 878 by Alfred the Great’s forces, resulting in a 885 treaty dividing England into a defined Anglo-Saxon region and Viking Danelaw territory.

         It was Alfred who was responsible for creating a series of fortifications at Shrewsbury and Bridgnorth, recognising the importance of controlling the River Severn; later invaders would endorse and strengthen his structures.

         In 895 the Danes brought an army into Shropshire but eventually withdrew. Peace was finally secured in 1016 when a Dane, Canute, became King of England. For a while the Shropshire area could prosper under its great farmers, tradesmen and craftsmen. The final insurgency came in 1066 when William the Conqueror triumphed at Hastings and England once again came under a powerful dominating force who would leave marks on the Shropshire landscape that remain visible a thousand years later!

         Norman Barons replaced the ruling class, a new language was introduced, old strongholds were torn down and replaced by superbly crafted Norman castles and forts. Shropshire was, unusually, placed under the rule of Saxon Earl Edwin of Mercia as a reward for not resisting the Normans. However, rebellion was frequently in the air and when the Welsh attacked Shrewsbury with support from an army from Chester, William was forced to counter-attack the rebels and destroyed them.

         Two years later Edwin of Mercia was murdered by his own men and William, losing patience with the Saxons, placed his long-time friend Roger de Montgomery in control of Shropshire, the region that William regarded as not only difficult but vital in settling England. He knew that control of Shropshire would prevent the Welsh from crossing the border and stirring unrest. King William replaced the Saxon timber fortifications with a string of Norman castles, forming an impressive buffer against Welsh incursions. These included Ludlow, Knighton, Bridgnorth and Shrewsbury castles. The Normans can also be regarded as the founders of Oswestry, developing the site from a small settlement and endowing it with a stone castle.

         Ambitious Normans flocked to the Marches area where fame, riches and land could be earned from military service. Even today there are still Norman place names and surnames surviving in old Shropshire families.

         Churches, monasteries and abbeys were constructed and one of the finest, Shrewsbury Abbey, was built by the Norman administrator Roger de Montgomery: an extremely impressive building and a sacred site for pilgrims. The Normans also augmented the cultivation of crops and cleared forested areas for grazing, encouraging communal farming while also setting aside woodlands for hunting.

         The unrest along the Marcher Lands continued for several centuries and it is estimated that more than 150 castles or castle-like structures were built in Shropshire, making it the most heavily-fortified county in England. But still the Marches were a lawless area and successive English Kings, John, Henry III and Edward I all spent money and time to ensure that the Welsh were kept on their side of the border.

         In 1282, in a sword fight just outside Builth, Shropshire knight Stephen Frankton killed the Welsh leader Llewelyn ap Gruffydd, but the English-Welsh struggle would continue for many years.

         A Welsh rebellion led by Owain Glendower, supported by Percy the Earl of Northumberland and his son Hotspur, was heavily defeated by Henry IV’s forces at the Battle of Shrewsbury on 22 July 1403. It was to be the last Welsh uprising, but soon Shropshire was caught up in the War of the Roses and Ludlow Castle was taken and sacked by the Lancastrians in 1459.

         It was not until the 16th century that relative peace was brought to the lawless Welsh Border when the Council in the Marches and Wales was established and the Acts of Union ended the dominance and power of the Marcher Lords.

         For more than 100 years, the fortified town of Ludlow dominated Wales. The border was re-defined and authority and responsibility vested in reliable bodies. The magnificent castles dotted around the landscape were, to all intents and purposes, defunct but now survived as centrepieces for pageants and ceremonial occasions.

         Shropshire had a very high-profile visitor seeking sanctuary in September 1651. King Charles II had been defeated at the Battle of Worcester by Cromwell in the Third Civil War and fled into Shropshire, pursued by Cromwell’s troops. He is said to have spent the first night at the White Ladies Priory, home of the Gifford family, just inside the Shropshire border, before trying to cross the River Severn in the Gorge. Unsuccessful, he spent the next night at Upper House, Madeley, in the barn of Francis Wolfe, the master of Coalbrookdale ironworks. The next morning the river crossing was still guarded by Cromwell’s men so he went to Boscobel House, the main seat of the Gifford family, where he was forced to seek sanctuary in an oak tree on the family estate. The following day he tried again to escape and was this time successful, eventually reaching France. The story of the Boscobel Oak is now part of the folklore of Great Britain.

         The Romans, the Germans, the Danes and the French have all in some way left their own distinctive marks on Shropshire.

         Farming continued apace with the enclosure of open spaces and a shift from arable to pastoral with a rapid development in animal farming. Cattle, pigs and thriving sheep farming created a huge Shropshire wool industry exporting to France and to the Netherlands.

         South Shropshire’s natural resources, particularly of lead, had been well known to the Romans but over the centuries mining became more sophisticated and by the 1870s Shropshire was producing 10 per cent of the UK’s lead output, until the industry went into sharp decline 30 years later. Coal had been mined on a small scale from the mid-16th century and was used for iron ore smelting. Later, this precious resource would provide the springboard for an era of prosperity that could only be dreamed of. The use of this fossil fuel eventually spawned a massive industry and the eyes of the world fixed on Shropshire. Industrialists, scientists, workers and visitors poured into the county in an orgy of economic boom.

         In 1709 in Ironbridge, Ironmaster Abraham Darby discovered that using coke instead of charcoal for smelting reduced the impurities that spoiled the process. Coke provided a cleaner and cheaper method.

         Very soon furnaces and foundries began to spring up close to iron and coal sources and close to the River Severn in such areas as Coalbrookdale. Darby established his works there and soon the whole area was a hive of activity as iron smelting went into full production. It was the start of the Industrial Revolution that would project Britain into the forefront of world trade.

         Workshops and huge complexes were established for the production of iron wheels, rails, and cylinders for steam engines. This enabled Richard Trevithick to build the world’s first steam locomotive. A whole range of iron products flooded out of the region and people came from all over the world to witness the ‘revolution’. It was boom time and the region prospered.

         It was, however, Darby’s grandson Abraham Darby III who put Shropshire on the map for centuries to come, when he built the world’s first cast-iron bridge in 1779. The Iron Bridge, still in use today, spans the River Severn at Ironbridge Gorge close to Coalbrookdale, and with its distinctive arch is instantly recognisable the world over.

         For a time the industry was self-perpetuating: iron, coal and bitumen were local resources, the river and adjoining canals were used for transport, workers eager to join in the prosperity flooded into the coalfields and foundries and the town of Ironbridge grew by the side of the river.

         The workforce had to be fed and housed, so farming and construction received a boost and a whole range of by-products evolved from the concentration of businesses: tar and varnish, dyes, tiles, bricks, glass, soap and, at Coalport, high quality world-famous porcelain was produced.

         At this time, the major problem was transport, roads were generally poor and the best form of transport was river barge using the canal system and of course the Severn. Barges laden with coal, lead, wool, cheese and raw materials to supply the multifarious businesses traversed the canal system, later the Shropshire Union Canal.
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               The world’s first cast-iron bridge, built over the River Severn near Coalbrookdale in 1779 by Abraham Darby III.

            

         

         Roads started to improve during the 18th century. London could be reached from Shropshire by stagecoach in 1753 in three and a half days, but by 1772 the journey had been reduced to one and a half days. Real improvement in the road system started from around 1810 but the major new form of transport, the railway, came to Shropshire in 1837. In the early days, coaches would transfer passengers to connect to trains destined for London and Birmingham, until Shropshire had its first main railway line in 1849 and more lines were added later. By the 20th century Shrewsbury had become one of the major railway junctions in the UK.

         Without question, the railways opened up Shropshire and gave it access to a whole variety of markets. Visitors, traders and businessmen were able to move about the country quickly and transport their goods to new markets. Towns like Oswestry and Shrewsbury grew quickly as a result and were able to attract customers to their specialist fields. Most market towns would have a whole variety of regular tradesmen, including drapers, cobblers, shoemakers, ironmongers, carpenters, builders and tailors but some of the towns were renowned for a particular skill. Whitchurch was renowned for clockmaking; Ludlow for gloves; Bridgnorth, carpets; Oswestry, linen and bedding; but the bedrock for most of the market towns was farming.

         The boom time resulted in a need for urban housing and, although most towns were lit by gas, overcrowding with workers and families crammed into tiny dwellings without adequate sanitation, sewerage or running water was in direct contrast to the houses of the wealthy merchants and businessmen, who lived away from the squalor of the inner townships, on the outskirts.

         An amazing property was built in the village of Bucknell by Sir Henry Ripley MP: it had 12 chimneys, 365 windows, 7 exterior doors and 52 rooms. It was lit by electricity, had luxurious fittings and a plumbing system based on a series of hoses. Bedstone Court was completed in 1884 and the original building with it unique features and superb gallery of coloured stained-glass windows representing the four seasons, now forms the basis of a much-expanded private school, Bedstone College. Headmaster Michael Symonds and his team have established this co-educational school as one of the leaders in the county, set in superb grounds. It is another example of Shropshire using its rich heritage to ensure a bright future for today’s young people.

         Farming continued to sustain the county: the sheep, pigs and cattle industry was thriving and the Irish and particularly the Welsh flooded Shropshire to work in the fields with crops and the animals.

         However by the early 1900s the glory days of the Industrial Revolution were waning and the iron industry went into decline.

         Very soon the once-thriving metropolis around Ironbridge and Bridgnorth became a desolate oasis. Rusting furnaces, rotting work sheds, weed-smothered machinery exposed to the elements and dilapidated buildings gave little indication of what was once a vibrant, noisy centre of energy and excellence.

         During the First World War, some new visitors graced Shropshire. American and Canadian soldiers fighting alongside the Allies arrived, and German prisoners were incarcerated for the duration, while the Shropshire Yeomanry and the King’s Shropshire Light Infantry were fighting with distinction for their country in France. The horrors of the conflict were recorded in the distinctive poetry of Salopian Wilfred Owen who came to be regarded as the greatest of the war poets.

         The promise of a ‘country fit for heroes’ at the war end did not materialise and the General Strike of 1926 affected the whole country. Although the decline of the iron industry was a grievous blow to Shropshire, the coal industry, although much reduced, was still in existence and Ifton Colliery, the largest in the county, still employed 1,357 men. Its closure in 1968 was virtually the end of coal mining as an industry in Shropshire.

         During the Second World War in 1939, the people of Shropshire supported the war effort by working on the land to help feed the country and looking after evacuees seeking sanctuary from heavily-bombed parts of the country.

         Mention must be made of the Salopians who achieved the ultimate accolade of the Victoria Cross in fighting for their country. The medal is the highest honour available to serving soldiers and is given for valour or bravery above and beyond the call of duty. On more than ten occasions, Salopians have achieved this award, among them Captain Henry Warburton-Lee (Royal Navy) from Whitchurch who was killed leading his destroyer flotilla into battle in Norway 1940, but not before sinking several enemy destroyers; and Captain John Brunt from Priestweston, who was awarded the Military Cross before being awarded the VC posthumously. After successfully defending his men and position, killing many of the attacking Italians at Faenza, he was killed by a wayward mortar shell whilst relaxing with a drink.

         During the Second World War the county’s warship HMS Shropshire was given by Winston Churchill to the Australian Navy and took part in the last great surface engagement at the Battle of Surigao Strait where she engaged the Japanese battleship Yamashiro and had the honour of being present when the Japanese surrendered in Tokyo Bay in September 1945.

         Over the centuries the county has had several ships in the Royal Navy named after its towns. The Shrewsbury, launched in 1695, was broken up in 1749, to be replaced by another Shrewsbury in 1758 that was condemned in 1783 and then scuttled off Jamaica. The corvette Shrewsbury Castle was loaned to the Royal Norwegian Navy but was sunk by a mine in 1944. There have been several vessels named after Ludlow; the first in 1698 was captured by the French in 1703; the Ludlow Castle built in 1707 was hulked in 1743 in Antigua; another Ludlow Castle built in 1744 was broken up in 1771; the Ludlow Paddle minesweeper was sunk by a mine in 1916; and the destroyer HMS Ludlow was eventually beached and used as a target ship in 1945.

         After the Second World War, Shropshire was for a time in the doldrums, its lead industry long since gone, the iron industry revolution a distant memory and its once-thriving coal industry all but gone by the 1960s. It had to re-invent itself. It still had a much-respected farming industry but there was a need to regenerate, and innovation was required.

         Money was invested in new agricultural plant and machinery, and farms were rejuvenated, rebuilt and, with electricity and piped water helping to boost production, the farming industry was stimulated. When the largely-agricultural West Midlands Show was launched modestly in 1946, it attracted an attendance of over 30,000. Housing programmes were soon underway and in 1951 a landmark scheme saw the redevelopment of Lilleshall Hall, which became one of the UK’s first residential sports centres.

         The original estate and impressive mansion had been built in 1831 for the Duke of Sutherland as a country retreat. It received national recognition when the England soccer team trained there prior to winning the World Cup in 1966. Today the impressive entrance proudly proclaims ‘Lilleshall National Sports Centre’ and the long drive through secluded grounds passes a grand, more modern building built in the traditional style, behind which is the magnificent, original mansion house and superb gardens. The complex provides sports training and facilities both in the corporate and private sectors and is open to the public for golf, soccer, archery, swimming, gymnastics, squash etc and is rightly acclaimed as a National Centre of Sports Excellence; a prime example of utilising the past for a modern initiative.
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               Rear view of the magnificent mansion house that is now Lilleshall National Sports Centre; a National Centre of Sports excellence.

            

         

         Nevertheless, much more was needed and the late 1960s saw the launch of two initiatives that helped Shropshire back on its feet. In 1968 a new town, Telford, was authorised to be built on the derelict wasteland of the Coalbrookdale coalfield, embracing several of the smaller hamlets nearby. In 1967, the Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust was established to investigate ways in which the old site could be re-generated and preserved as a heritage project.

         After a slow start, Telford is now the largest town in Shropshire with a population of around 140,000. It offers a totally different experience to visitors familiar with the county’s ancient towns, with its ultra-modern buildings and shopping mall.

         A real success story has been the preservation and conservation of the site which set Britain on its own industrial revolution. The Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust now embraces 10 industrial museums and the area they cover has been recognised as a Unesco World Heritage Site. Built on the foundations where it all began, museums specialising in specific areas of production such as coalport china, tiles and iron works offer visitors an all-year round opportunity to study and watch such activities as the iron smelting process, candle-making, carpentry and printing, all in renovated original buildings. In 1982 one of the huge furnaces that had been exposed to the elements and was gradually rusting away, was cleaned, restored and housed in a purpose-built building.

         At Ironbridge there is also a Tar Tunnel, which visitors don safety-wear to enter and experience the distinctive smell of liquid bitumen. The whole Ironbridge conurbation is dominated by the still hugely-impressive world’s first iron bridge.

         Modern industry also came into the county. GKN Sankey of the motor industry was for a time the largest employer in the county. Later, the completion of the Ironbridge Power Station expansion in the late 1960s became the tallest structure in Shropshire, with a 670 foot high chimney that can be seen for miles around. Despite its size, such efforts were put into making the towers blend into their surroundings that the station was put forward for a conservation award.

         Shropshire has skilfully re-invented itself and has wisely capitalised on its past to ensure its future. A particular success story based very much on the past, involves the stone industry. The county still has a number of functioning stone quarries. Bayston Hill Quarry near Shrewsbury is one of the UK’s four most important quarries. Many motorway surfaces, particularly in the West Midlands and Wales, are made from Precambrian gritstone, an aggregate called Graywacke, mined at Bayston Hill; the M6 toll road for example contains 75,000 tonnes of this gritstone! The Shropshire quarry annually mines and supplies more than 850,000 tons of the aggregate for the repair and dressing of the national motorways. Unsurprisingly the scale of such annual extraction has created a quarry 95 metres deep, 300 metres wide and more than a kilometre long.

         
            
[image: ]
               Museum of the Gorge, just one of the ten museums founded by the Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust after 1967.

            

         

         In 2008, Bayston Hill Quarry earned national acclaim when it won a prestigious contract to supply Abu Dhabi with 4,000 tons of the specialist mineral. Formula One had granted Abu Dhabi the right to host a stage of the Formula One race season but they had to meet very specific quality standards in relation to the new 5.6 kilometre race-track being constructed in time for their first race in November 2009. Previous Bayston Hill Quarry clients in Bahrain were delighted with the quality and the track grip afforded by the gritstone surface and were happy to recommend Bayston Hill to the Abu Dhabi authorities. When the race was televised in 2009, it was interesting to note that those powerful, state-of-the-art racing cars were competing on a surface from Shropshire that first saw the light of day many millions of years ago!

         Shropshire today has gravitated to a more service-oriented commercial base, with a greater emphasis on attracting visitors. Tourism is thriving. Walkers and countryside lovers flock to the world of A. E. Housman’s A Shropshire Lad: the valleys, rolling hills and quaint little villages. The Long Mynd, Clee Hills, the Wrekin and Clun Forest are just a few of the many delights afforded to hikers, bikers and riders.

         The historic landmark of Offa’s Dyke offers a spectacular walk right along the English-Welsh Border for almost 177 miles and the Shropshire Way is a walk through an incredible range of landscapes for almost 140 miles. The network of canals and waterways has been reclaimed and enhanced by the Shropshire Union Canal company and affords very attractive waterway holidays enabling the tourist to view spectacular countryside at a leisurely pace. Similarly the Severn Valley Railway Preservation Society started in 1967 with the objective of operating attractive railway routes for the enjoyment of enthusiasts and tourists.

         Although the county has no large cities, it has 22 towns, only six of which are considered of any significant size: the county town of Shrewsbury, Telford, Oswestry, Newport, Bridgnorth and Ludlow. Shropshire is Britain’s largest inland county i.e. with no part directly bordering onto the sea.

         It is also one of Britain’s most beautiful regions, with its valleys, rivers, tiny hamlets, fortified mansions, superb stone castles, numerous medieval buildings and ancient partial walls proudly acknowledging their rich and historic past.

         It is no wonder then that Shropshire has been used as the setting for so many films, television series and books.

         It is claimed that the Hollywood couple, Harrison Ford and Calista Flockhart have cruised the county’s canals during a break from filming, but many other famous thespians have spent time in the county before them. Film stars Keira Knightley and James McAvoy filmed the box office hit, Atonement at Stokesay Court, near Ludlow; in 1978 actor Richard Burton filmed Absolution at Ellesmere College; John Cleese came to Much Wenlock to make the 1980 film Clockwise; Hugh Grant used Hampton Loade station near Bridgnorth for The Englishman Who Went Up A Hill But Came Down A Mountain; the Oscar-winning film Howards End brought Anthony Hopkins and Emma Thompson to Brampton Bryan; and in 1984 A Christmas Carol was filmed in Shrewsbury where the cast and production team took over the Prince Rupert Hotel and after filming was over, St Chad’s Church in Shrewsbury was left with a souvenir – the headstone of Ebenezer Scrooge!

         Much Wenlock was also the setting for the film Gone to Earth, adapted from the novel by Shropshire author Mary Webb; atmospheric Hawkstone Park was the ideal setting for the BBC’s The Chronicles of Narnia; Ludlow’s Castle Lodge featured in ITV’s Moll Flanders; the novel Blott on the Landscape by Tom Sharpe was about Shropshire and was filmed in Ludlow; Blists Hill featured in Doctor Who; Chirk Castle in Casanova; and The Green, Green Grass television series featured the Ludlow countryside.

         Shropshire has been linked with some of Great Britain’s most important figures: Owain Glendower, King John, Henry III, Edward I and Charles II reflect the frequently violent times in the history of the county and the nation.

         One of this country’s more charismatic politicians Benjamin Disraeli learnt his trade as Member of Parliament for Shrewsbury from 1841-1847. He went on to become Prime Minister of Great Britain in 1868 and again in 1874 before being ousted by Gladstone in 1880. Charles Dickens wrote The Pickwick Papers at the 16th century coaching inn, the Lion Hotel in Shrewsbury. There, in 1833, the world-renowned violinist Paganini also stayed for a time and performed a concert.

         Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia visited Shropshire and is reputed to have stayed at Milebrook House, Knighton, on the Wales/Shropshire border and President Charles de Gaulle was a regular visitor when his family sought sanctuary in Britain during World War II by renting Gadlas Hall, Dudleston Heath, Ellesmere.

         In 1998 Shropshire attracted world-wide attention when the beautiful 1,000 acre estate at Weston Park, Shifnal, played host to world leaders as the venue for the G8 Summit Meeting. The site has existed since the 11th century but today’s manor house was built in 1671 as the ancestral home of the Earl of Bradford. The mansion houses priceless art treasures and together with its lakes, woods and landscaped gardens is held in trust for the nation. The Queen and Princess Anne have honoured the county with many visits though the latest member of the Royal family to come to Shropshire was Prince Harry, who in May 2009 was sent to RAF Shawbury to begin ground school training in his determination to qualify as a helicopter pilot.

         This book records in more detail certain individuals who have represented the county on the national and international stage and who have enriched the lives of their fellow countrymen through their deeds or skills. These people were born or brought up in the county and can be considered Salopians. However, there is a group of people who were educated in Shropshire, more specifically Shrewsbury School, who have contributed greatly to our society politically and culturally and who are worthy of mention.

         Old Shrewsbury School pupils include Michael Heseltine, who became a Conservative Cabinet Minister and was at one time Deputy Leader of the Conservative Party; Michael Palin, who made his name with the hugely successful Monty Python’s Flying Circus and who is now somewhat of a national treasure with his round-the-world travel documentaries; the late Willie Rushton, renowned for his wit as an actor, author and gifted cartoonist as well as a broadcaster; Christopher Timothy who played that popular Yorkshire vet James Herriot in the television series All Creatures Great and Small; the late John Peel, iconic Radio DJ so beloved by his fans; Richard Ingrams, writer of satire and wit and editor of Private Eye for many years who also wrote news columns for The Spectator and The Observer and today runs his own magazine The Oldie.

         Another old Shrewsbury boy of the Private Eye writers club was the late Paul Foot. Foot, who died in 2004, was renowned for his left-wing politics and was constantly campaigning in the Daily Mirror and The Guardian against miscarriages of justice, for which he was awarded the Journalist of the Year accolade on three occasions. All in their own fields of expertise each of them helped entertain and enrich the lives of their fellow citizens.

         Shropshire: historically violent, geographically diverse, industrially vibrant, culturally profuse, has much to commend it and has demonstrated that it has been able to manage change and adapt to challenging times.
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