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Foreword


By Dr Carl Chinn


They used to reckon that when Rubery Owen’s knocked off for dinner time, the throng of workers was so great pouring out of the factory and into Darlaston town centre that people had to walk four deep along the footpath. A small Black Country town with a population of less than 20,000, Darlaston boasted not only the great Rubery Owen’s but also the big works of GKN where all kinds of nuts and bolts were made. In fact, so huge was the output from this and other factories that Darlaston was undoubtedly the nuts and bolts capital of the world. It may have been small, but through the importance of its wares, Darlaston punched well above its weight on the world stage.


Lying just over a mile north-west of Wednesbury and 3 miles south-west of Walsall, Darlaston was recorded as Derlaveston in 1262 and as Derlaston by 1316. Noted from the late 1600s for its nails and coal, by the early nineteenth century Darlaston was also marked out by its gun-lock-makers. In 1834 in his History, Gazetteer and Directory of Staffordshire, William White explained that ‘the manufacture of the place is gunlocks; and there are several steel furnaces and forges for the supply of steel for the locks and springs that are made’.


During the long French Wars from 1791 to 1815, the gun-lock-makers of Darlaston prospered because ‘the workmen are incredibly ingenious, being able to forge almost anything on the anvil’. So they could, but the coming of peace in 1815 led to a depression generally in Britain and to a decline in the fortunes of the Darlaston gun-lock-makers. Despite this the trade remained an important one. By 1861 there were 5 or 6 main workshops in the town, each employing about 20 skilled men; and there were between 20 and 30 little masters. However, because of mechanisation and the emergence of gun production in other countries the end was fast approaching for the trade,


The final blow came in the depression which afflicted gun-making after the end of the Franco-Prussian War in 1876. Within fifteen years the gun-lock tradesmen had disappeared from Darlaston. The sad fate of these Darlaston chaps was that of all skilled workers whose craft was destroyed by mechanisation and it was shared by the nailers of the town whose trade became extinct in the same years. The harsh economic conditions were made worse by the closing of local mines and the collapse in the 1880s of two major employers.


Battered by hard times, Darlaston’s population fell from 14,739 in 1871 to 13,900 ten years later. Fortunately new jobs soon arose because of the adaptability of some of the town’s gun-lock-makers, such as William Wilkes of Eldon Street. By 1865, he had also moved into the production of nuts and bolts – as had John Archer and Son of Great Croft Street and Pinfold Street. There were another fifteen businesses involved in this trade. They laid the foundation for Darlaston to push itself to the fore as the nuts and bolts capital of the world.


For many years, this industry was characterised by small-scale operations. In 1851 Alexander Cotterill was the largest employer with just fourteen men. A decade later he had expanded to give work to 75, but within a few years such a number had been dwarfed by those employed in large factories. By 1911, between six and seven thousand people were engaged in making nuts and bolts in the Black Country, the great majority of them in Darlaston. Perhaps half of them were employed by Guest Keen and Nettlefold’s, which had taken over the Atlas Works at the turn of the twentieth century.


Edith Rushton’s evocative and insightful life story brings to life Darlaston during the town’s manufacturing heyday in the 1930s. Growing up in Foster Street in the heart of Darlaston and living for much of her childhood behind the shop run by her Mom, Edie was in a prime position to see Darlaston as it was for those who made it – its working class. Her own street was as vital as the Hope Street in Salford written about by Robert Roberts in The Classic Slum, or the Church Street called to mind by Arthur Harding in his recollections of life in the Nichol in London’s East End. Foster Street boasted five sweet shops, one greengrocer, two pubs, a pawnbroker, an old lady who sold lamp oil, another who sold sand for floor coverings, and her own family’s general stores.


The street itself was filled with old red-brick houses, many of which were lined up in terraces in courts, which had communal brew houses, miskins, wells and privies. This shared life forced out privacy but it led to strong neighbourhood loyalties and to an awareness of what was going on all around. Youngsters played all sorts of games in and around the street, from marlies to jack stones, and they were enchanted by characters like Alice the Milk and Billy Muggins who had bostin’ bargains for a tanner or a bob.


Edie’s Tale is a wonderful account not only of her own childhood and teenage years and of her own family, but also of the people of Foster Street and Darlaston. Unlike some industrial regions, the Black Country boasts few autobiographers from the working class. That gap needs to be filled so that both outsiders and local young people will be aware of the skills, determination, doggedness and sheer hard graft of Black Country folk. Edie’s Tale leads the way.


Professor Carl Chinn
October 2005




This is Edie’s Tale


I was born on 27 July 1918, a few months before the first great world war ended, in the middle of a heatwave, so I was told, weighing about 6lb: not very big, but quite healthy. I had a peculiar habit of sleeping with both arms outstretched above my head, as if I was getting ready for a dive. When I was inspected at a few days old by a procession of the older neighbours, which seemed to be the custom at that time, my mother was duly informed that babies who slept in this fashion never lived to be reared. As I am now 86 years old, I think that this ‘old wives’ tale’ can be discounted.
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Old wives’ tale discounted. Edie, aged 86, still enjoying life in her back garden in Bloxwich, Walsall. (Mrs E. Rushton)




1


Daily Life
in Darlaston


I was born in Foster Street, in a town called Darlaston, in an area of the Midlands generally known as ‘the Black Country’, which had grown up largely as a result of the Industrial Revolution. There were factories everywhere. Many began in quite a small way and gradually grew into much larger concerns, as the public were able to afford, and demanded, more and more cars, bikes, washing machines, etc. From these factories came a large amount of waste, which was piled up into ‘spoil heaps’ in various places, black and uninviting until bits of greenery seeded and – with a struggle – survived. Factory chimneys belched out clouds of black smoke and soot every day, which settled on everything around – plants, people or washing on the line. We accepted it as a part of life because we had grown up with it, and it was only if you went out for an occasional trip into the outer country area that you realised that England was not the same all over. There were also lots of canals and railway lines to transport the profusion of goods. In fact, I once heard it said that there were more canals around Birmingham and the Black Country than in Venice.
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The canal arm, Old Birchills, off Wolverhampton Road, Walsall. A 1960s woodcut by Geoffrey Oakley (Edie’s son-in-law). (Mrs Pat Oakley)
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Moxley canal bridge, between Darlaston and Wednesbury, no longer in use.
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Flour mills, near the canal arm, Old Birchills, off Wolverhampton Road, Walsall. This was part of the industrial Black Country, but is no longer operational.
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This building near the canal arm in Wolverhampton Road, Walsall, was also part of the Black Country industrial heritage. It was known as ‘the Mission’ and gave assistance to the canal people of Walsall (in a similar way to the Salvation Army). During recent years the building was used as the Canal Museum, but closed in 2003 because of a lack of funding. All illustrations on this page are 1960s woodcuts by Geoffrey Oakley. (Mrs Pat Oakley)


There were many small shops in Darlaston. In Foster Street, we had five sweet shops, one greengrocer, two public houses and one pawnbroker, as well as my gran’s shop. Then there was the old lady who sold lamp oil, and another who sold sand, mostly used for floor covering. If you took a bucket, you got two shovelfuls of sand for 1d.


The two public houses always seemed to be busy, particularly at weekends, when wages were paid out. Some men spent too much money on beer and betting and there was nothing left to give their wives to feed the family for the following week. When they finally arrived home there would be arguments and fights, which sometimes resulted in the wives and all the children being thrown out of the house into the back yard, afraid to go back until the ‘old man’ had finally dropped off to sleep. Then, on Monday morning, the wives would collect up all the ‘Sunday best’ clothes and make up a parcel to borrow some money from the pawnshop in order to try and feed the family for the week. Some of them would come into my gran’s shop and she would hand out as much bread as they wanted and say, ‘Take what you want and pay me when you can.’ Well, some paid up and some never did!
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Bull Stake, Walsall Road, c. 1910. Hobson’s ironmongers can be seen on the left of this picture. Walsall Road, as the name suggests, was the main route to Darlaston’s larger neighbour. (Mr Ian Bott)
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Victoria Park, Darlaston. In the distance to the left can be seen the police station of 1899, and the Town Hall to the right. Bounded by Victoria Road and Crescent Road, Victoria Park was opened in 1903. (Mr Ian Bott)
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