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INTRODUCTION


Many counties may lay claim to the title of the prettiest in England, but despite their many and undoubted charms, few can aspire to the unique diversity to be found in the county of Shropshire.


Take an extended walk through what has been called ‘The Secret County’ and along the way you will discover timeless villages with ancient churches, historic abbeys and castles, a Roman city, breath-taking views, colourful market towns, teashops and numerous country inns. The county is home to not one but two UNESCO World Heritage Sites: the Ironbridge Gorge, and the Pontcysyllte Aqueduct and Canal.


This Little Book of Shropshire is a vibrant, fast-paced, fact-packed compendium of compelling information filled with the frivolous and fantastic, unbelievable and downright strange details about the county of Shropshire. It includes a plethora of eccentric individuals who have inhabited Shropshire, its famous sons and daughters, heroes and villains, royal connections and a pile of facts about Shropshire’s history, its beautiful landscape, towns and villages, plus a collection of bizarre historical trivia. All this comes together in an easy-to-carry pocket-sized book that is essential reading for visitors and locals alike.


The ceremonial border county of Shropshire, estimated population in 2011 of 473,900, separates much of central England from Mid-Wales, an area that in older, more violent times was policed by a group of noblemen known as ‘The Marcher Lords’.


In England, the county shares borders with Cheshire, Staffordshire, Worcestershire and Herefordshire, and in Wales with Powys and Wrexham, covering an area of 1,346 square miles (3,487 sq km).


The snaking River Severn, Britain’s longest river, divides the county and, together with the western hills and the mysterious and evocative Offa’s Dyke, has for centuries provided a natural barrier to racial conflict. The other major river in the county is the Teme.
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Within the timeless Shropshire landscapes there are charming market towns, each with its own distinctive character, such as: Ellesmere, Market Drayton, Oswestry, Bishops Castle, Ludlow, Much Wenlock and Bridgnorth. Among enticing streets and alleyways you will find antique and craft shops, inns and teashops rubbing shoulders with traditional grocers, butchers and bakers.


In the very heart of Shropshire lies the historic county town of Shrewsbury, one of the finest Tudor towns in England, and to the east – in the UNESCO World Heritage Site of Ironbridge – the ten museums of the Ironbridge Gorge celebrate the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution.


So whether you’re seeking horticultural sanctuary or historical stimulation, amusement or distraction, Shropshire has something for everyone: award-winning museums, renowned gardens, distinctive National Trust and English Heritage properties, fascinating farm attractions, abbeys and churches, street markets, speciality shops and craft centres, and unspoilt countryside to explore.


My wife and I have lived in Bridgnorth since 1968 – having emigrated from Wednesbury in the Black Country – raised a family and now call the place home. Bridgnorth was one of the riverside places that Black Country people came to for their holidays. My family did. I first fell in love with my adopted county on these annual holidays, but never dreamt I would have the chance to live here.


Collecting information and assembling this book has given me much pleasure. I hope that reading it will give you even more enjoyment.


John Shipley, 2015
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1


HOW IT ALL STARTED


Evidence from radiometric dating indicates that our Earth, formed by accretion from the solar nebula, is around 4,540 million (4.54 billion) years old, a lifespan that is divided into thirteen separate geological periods, eleven of which are represented in the modern-day county of Shropshire by different rocks and scenery. Just as a snapshot for comparison, Snowdonia has only three of these different periods.


The Precambrian period, covering all of Earth’s history up to around 570 million years ago, is when Shropshire’s oldest rocks were formed: volcanic ash and lava formed the hills known as the Wrekin and the Lawley, and Caer Caradoc, plus many others on the eastern side of the Church Stretton Valley, and Earl’s Hill, near Pontesbury. Contrary to local popular belief, the Wrekin is not an extinct volcano, though it is made up of volcanic rock. Later in the Precambrian period, Shropshire was covered by a shallow sea, during which time the county’s extensive sandstone beds, such as the Long Mynd plateau, were laid down.


Also during this period, a major break, or fault, appeared in the Earth’s crust, known as the Church Stretton Fault – a line along which violent earthquakes occurred for many millions of years, but which has lain dormant for around 200 million years. Following this, during the Cambrian, Ordovician and Silurian periods, between c. 570 and c. 400 million years ago, the county lay almost continuously under the sea: shallow in the east, deeper in the west. Only the tops of the Long Mynd and Stiperstones would have been visible, standing out above the level of the water like islands.


One of the first inhabitants of the area was the lizard-like Rynchosaur, a diapsid reptile that grew up to 2m in length. This herbivore existed in the Triassic period around 240 million years ago. Fossils and footprints of this creature have been found in the county, the latter in a quarry at Grinshill.


Prior to the last Ice Age, what is now the River Severn flowed in the opposite direction, flowing northwards to the River Dee estuary, but of course the arrival of the ice froze up the flow, then, when the ice retreated, the meltwater that was left behind became trapped, forming a series of large lakes, eventually merging to form Lake Lapworth in present-day Leicestershire. When this lake overflowed, the water carved out the Ironbridge Gorge, creating a natural passage for the present course of the Severn.


During the last Ice Age, Shropshire was covered by a dense sheet of ice up to 300m thick until around 20,000 years ago. At this time the only part of today’s county above the level of the ice was the Stiperstones Ridge.
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Amazingly, in those far-off days great mammoths roamed the county. And to prove it, remains of these giant creatures were found in 1986 in a quarry at Condover. The oldest was dated to around 12,700 years old.


Between 4,000 and 2,500 BC, Britain was inhabited by Neolithic (new Stone Age) tribes, and there is evidence of farming in Shropshire at this time.


The earliest known example of a Stone Age settlement in Shropshire is thought to be the Roveries hill fort in the south-west of the county. Excavations have suggested that the hill was inhabited some 2,000 years before the Iron Age hill fort was constructed, as fragments of pottery and a hearth dating back to the Neolithic period were found.


Evidence of the existence of Stone Age residents in Shropshire can be seen in the numerous tumuli (stone burial chambers), plus the many standing stones and stone circles that are dotted around the county.


In Neolithic times anyone wishing to travel far kept well clear of the densely forested valleys, preferring the safer and easier crests of hills known as ridgeways. A fine example of this is the Portway, a major ridgeway across the Long Mynd, used by Neolithic axe traders, and still recognised as the King’s Highway up until the Middle Ages.


The Clun area has seen the discovery of a plethora of artefacts: over 1,000 flint tools and weapons. It seems that the area around Clun was as popular then as it is today.


The Neolithic peoples were followed by bronze-using Celts, dwelling in huts or on artificial mounds surrounded by lakes or pools, such as those found at Berth, near Baschurch. Bronze implements have been found at Bagley, near Hordley, and dugout canoes have been found at Crose Mere and Marton Pool, near Chirbury.


In 54 BC Julius Caesar came across from Gaul and gave the indigenous peoples of our island the name Britons, whose distinctive circular fortifications seem to crown almost every hill in Shropshire, and can be found at Gaer Ditches, Titterstone, Abdon Burf and Bury Ditches. At the time of the Roman invasion, Shropshire was most likely sparsely inhabited by the Cornovii, whose lands straddled much of the county, and the Ordovices in the west, mostly in Wales. The lands of the Cornovii are believed to have stretched from Merseyside down to the West Midlands, plus parts of Herefordshire – their capital may have been the hill fort on the Wrekin. Other impressive examples of their hill forts are at Old Oswestry and Bury Ditches, but upon dusting off your Ordinance Survey maps you will notice that there are hill forts all over Shropshire, possibly fifty or more.


[image: Illustration]


Roman history of the county only really starts a century after Julius Caesar’s landing. The Roman general Ostorius established fortified camps along the Severn Valley, but in Shropshire the Romans met with fierce resistance, particularly from the Ordovices.


It is believed that the famous British chieftain Caratacus of the Belgic Catuvellauni tribe, who led the resistance to the Roman invasion of Britain, may have suffered his final defeat in Shropshire at the Battle of Caer Caradoc. This may well have been fought on the hill of this name near Church Stretton. Other places in Shropshire and elsewhere, such as Briedden just across the county’s north-west border, have been suggested for the site of this battle, however my personal favourite is Caer Caradoc with its ancient hill fort and incredible views (more about Caratacus and this battle later).


The Romans under the general Julius Agricola finally defeated the Ordovices in AD 78. The county lands thus passified, the Romans quickly settled into what they did best – building. Shropshire has a handful of Roman towns, the principle one being Viroconium Cornoviorum (Wroxeter, near Shrewsbury), which became the fourth largest town of Roman Britain with a population of around 6,000 at its peak in the second century. Other principle towns were Mediolanum (Whitchurch) and Vxacona (Redhill, Oakengates). It’s also worth mentioning the town of Bravonium (Leintwardine, Herefordshire), which is only a Roman mile or two from the Shropshire border.


There are many Roman roads in Shropshire, the most notable being Watling Street, which was originally an ancient British pathway route developed and paved over by the 14th Legion.


Of Roman Villas, that iconic insight into Roman rural life, there are traces, but sadly fewer than in more southern and eastern counties of the UK. Examples include Acton Scott, Yarchester near Wenlock, Lea Cross near Pontesbury, Ashford Carbonell near Ludlow, Cruckton near Shrewsbury and Whitley Grange near Shrewsbury. Traces of other Roman buildings have been discovered at Oakengates (Vxacona), Bury Walls near Hawkstone, Old Oswestry, Linley, Stanton Lacy and Rushbury. Fortified posts probably of Roman date can be found at Norton Camp on Whettlebury Hill, Nordy Bank, Chesterton Walls, Llanymynech, Caynham, Edbury Camp near Haughmond and possibly Wall Camp near Kinnersley.
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The Romans used slaves to mine lead on the Stiperstones, and copper and lead at Llanymynech.


Much of what we know today about Roman Britain comes from the writings of the celebrated Roman geographer and astrologer, Claudius Ptolemaeus, who lived in the second century AD, during the reigns of Emperors Hadrian and Antonine. Ptolemaeus, more widely known as Ptolemy, was Greek by descent, but hailed from the Egyptian city of Alexandria. He published several books on astronomy, but his seven-volume work Geographia, became the standard textbook on all things geographical until the fifteenth century. The British Isles are mentioned early in volume two. In chapter two, entitled ‘Albion island of Britannia’, Ptolemy describes mainland Britain, listing major landmarks, the coastline, rivers and estuaries, the names of the British tribes and the names of their principal towns. He also tells us the names of the neighbouring tribes of the Cornovii: the Brigantes to the north-east, the Corianti to the east, the Dobunni to the south, the Demetae to the west and the Deceangi in the north-west. (The poor old Ordovices don’t get a mention.)


He and other Roman writers have also given us the names of the larger rivers:


•   Seteia Aestuarium (the Mersey), which formed the natural border between the lands of the Cornovii and the Brigantes.


•   Deva Fluvius (the Dee), which, with the next two names, come directly from the Latin.


•   Trisantona Fluvius (the Trent).


•   Sabrina Fluvius (the Severn).


He also tells us that the principle tribal centre was at Civitas Cornoviorum (Viroconium Cornoviorum, or Wroxeter if you prefer).


After the Romans abandoned Britain around AD 410, Angle and Saxon invaders from Northern Germany and Denmark filled the power vacuum and began to settle in Britain. One of the invading tribes established the Kingdom of Mercia, which incorporated modern-day Shropshire, centred around Staffordshire, with its capital at Tamworth. Unfortunately, not much is known after this until AD 577, when Ceawlin, King of Wessex marched north up the Severn Valley. Then in AD 584, a force of West Saxons sacked and destroyed Viroconium, attacking again in AD 661 and defeating the Mercians in a great battle at Pontesbury.


The Saxons left their mark on the county in the form of place names:


•   Tun (a settlement) such as at Culmington (the tun of Culming)


•   Ley (a clearing) such as at Billingsley


•   Hall (a house/dwelling) such as at Bonninghall


•   Wardine (an estate) such as at Shrawardine (the estate of the sheriff)


During the period AD 500–850, often referred to as ‘The Dark Ages’, a number of Anglo-Saxon kingdoms were established. From AD 527–879 Shropshire was part of the Kingdom of Mercia, one of seven kingdoms known collectively as the Heptarchy (this term derived from the Greek has been in use since the sixteenth century). The other six were Northumbria, East Anglia, Essex, Kent, Sussex and Wessex.
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From AD 879–918 Mercia was an independent kingdom, after that it became a client state of Wessex.


The two Mercian peoples were the Hecani in the west, later known as the Magonsaete (those that lived around Magana/Maud Bryan in Herefordshire) and the Wreocensaete (who lived around the Wrekin).


The new shire of Shropshire was created some time between AD 900 and 925 as part of the defence of English Mercia against the Danes, who had settled in eastern England.


Having looked at our ancient beginnings, let’s turn our attention to how the county got its name …


WHAT’S IN A NAME?


A lot of people I know – those who harbour the misguided idea that I might know a thing or two, and probably loads who think I don’t – ask me how to pronounce the name of our beloved county town (which, incidentally, in my humble view, should be a city). Let me say right off that as a bloke born and bred in the Black Country, a place where we say most English words incorrectly, I am the wrong chap to ask.


The debate continues: does one pronounce it Shrewsbury (with the ‘ew’ as in ‘sew’, or as in ‘shrew’ – the small long-nosed rodent), or Shroesbury, Shrewsbry, Shewsbury, Shewsbry, Shoesbry or Shrowsbury (with the ‘ow’ as in show)? And so it goes on.


I have lived in Bridgnorth for almost fifty years, and in that time I have heard all of these pronunciations, and some of them have been used on maps in the past. So which pronunciation is correct? Probably all of them. I will have to leave it to the individual reader to decide; begging forgiveness if I missed out your favourite.


The name Shropshire is derived from the Old English word ‘Shrobbesbyrigscir’, which means Shrewsburyshire – in the Anglo-Saxon Annals it was ‘Scrobbesbyrig-scyre’ and ‘Scrobb-scire’. Later writers called it ‘Scrop-scire’, and ‘Salopschire’ and subsequently ‘Schropshire’.
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The Old English name for Shrewsbury was ‘Scrobbesburh’ or ‘Scrobbesbyrig’, meaning ‘fort in the scrub-land region’; or ‘Scrobb’s fort’, meaning ‘shrubstown’ or ‘the town of the bushes’. This name gradually evolved in three directions, into ‘Sciropscire’, which morphed into Shropshire; into ‘Sloppesberie’, which became Salop/Salopia (an alternative name for both town and county); and from ‘Ciropsberie’ into ‘Schrosberie’, which eventually became the town’s name, Shrewsbury. The Normans called it ‘Salopsberia’ or ‘Salopescira’. In 1888 the county council was known as Salop County Council, but in 1980 this was changed to Shropshire County Council. Salop is no longer used.


The Shropshire dialect is not heard so much these days, but not so long ago its distinctive vocabulary and accent was present throughout the county. Here are just a few Shropshire colloquialisms to provide a flavour of the dialect:






	Aunti-praunty


	High spirited







	Acker (ak’ur’)


	To tremble with passion







	Badger (bajur)


	A huckster or middleman







	Barley child


	A child born out of wedlock







	Castrel (kastrel)


	A worthless person







	Chit-up


	A forward girl







	Dacky (daki)


	A suckling pig







	Daggly


	Showery weather







	Fumey


	Passionate, hasty







	Fussock


	A big, dirty, greasy woman







	Gammocks


	Rough play







	Gid


	A dizziness that sheep are liable to







	Gird


	To pull violently







	Noggling


	Bungling, blundering







	Onder


	Afternoon







	Onshooty


	Uneven







	Oontyump


	A molehill







	Poon


	Hit







	Potch


	To poke, to thrust, to make a hole







	Quank


	Still, quiet







	Quite


	A woodpigeon







	Sclemgut


	To be greedy
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2


PLACES


The ten largest towns in Shropshire by population are:


•   Telford (incorporating the towns of Wellington, Oakengates, Madeley and Dawley), estimated at between 166,600 and 171,700


•   Shrewsbury, 71,715


•   Oswestry, 15,613


•   Bridgnorth, 12,212


•   Newport, 10,814


•   Ludlow, 10,500


•   Market Drayton, 10,407


•   Whitchurch, 8,907


•   Shifnal, 7,094


•   Wem, 5,142


SOME FACTS ABOUT SHROPSHIRE’S
MAJOR TOWNS AND PLACES


(The names given in Domesday Book are in parentheses)


Telford: The largest town in the county, the ‘new town’ of Telford is really a collection of towns – Wellington, Madeley, Oakengates and Dawley – created in the 1960s and 1970s, with a combined estimated population in the borough of 170,300 in 2010, 155,000 in Telford itself. The town is of course named after the legendary civil engineer Thomas Telford, and includes the Ironbridge Gorge UNESCO World Heritage Site. Incidentally, the new town might never have been named Telford; other suggestions were Dawelloak and Wrekin Forest City. In the early medieval period, coal and ironstone mining brought a higher level of development and prosperity to the area. Both Madeley (Madelie) and Dawley (Dalelie) are mentioned in Domesday Book.


Shrewsbury (Ciroposberie): Shropshire’s county town lies in a great loop of the River Severn. The settlement was founded by the Saxons, but it wasn’t until Tudor times that the town was extensively developed. Shrewsbury is a town of quaint winding alleyways and streets, framed by half-timbered medieval houses, many from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The skyline of this beautiful and historic market town is crowned by a castle and a host of church spires, plus a former Benedictine monastery that is now an abbey. There are wonderful parks and open spaces to enjoy and the town boasts well over 600 historic listed buildings. The old red sandstone Norman castle was founded in 1074 by Roger de Montgomery, the first Earl of Shrewsbury. It is believed that Anglo-Saxon Shrewsbury was most probably a settlement fortified through the use of earthworks comprising a ditch and rampart, which were then shored up with a wooden stockade. The first written reference to Shrewsbury dates back to 901. It refers to ‘Scrobbesbyrig’, which indicates that it was then a fortified settlement: ‘byrig’, with ‘Scrobbes’, most likely referring to a scrub-covered hill.


The town hosts the annual Shrewsbury Flower Show, one of the oldest and largest horticultural events in the country, and is known for its floral displays, having won various awards since the turn of the twenty-first century, including Britain in Bloom in 2006.


Oswestry (Luure): Oswestry is one of the county’s oldest border settlements. Named after Oswald, who was both a king and a saint, Oswestry is the largest market town and civil parish in the county. The town is built around Saint Oswald’s church, and is situated only 5 miles from the border with Wales. Oswestry has always been a centre for trade and drew Welsh woollen merchants, resulting in a mixed English and Welsh heritage.


Bridgnorth: The town of Bridgnorth has many unique features. Split into two distinct communities on either bank of the River Severn, High Town and Low Town are connected by a bridge designed and built by the great civil engineer Thomas Telford. Earlier names for the settlement include Brigge, Brug and Bruges. The earliest reference to a settlement dates to AD 895, when it is recorded that the Danes had set up a camp at Cwatbridge, now Quatford, a couple of miles downstream from Bridgnorth where there was a river crossing. The first mention of a bridge came fifteen years later, in AD 910, however the exact site is not known. Two years after this, King Alfred’s daughter, Æthelfleda, the lady of Mercia, built a castle, most probably a fortified mound, at a place called Bridge on the west bank of the River Severn. The Norman Conquest in 1066 saw Bridgnorth grow in importance when the manor of Quatford was granted to Roger de Montgomery, 1st Earl of Shrewsbury, by William the Conqueror. But it wasn’t until Roger’s son, Robert de Belleme, the 3rd Earl, transferred church and borough to Bridgnorth, which he saw as a much more defendable site. Robert’s support of Robert Curthose’s rebellion brought his attainder after his castle was besieged for three months by King Henry I in 1102, resulting in the town becoming a Royal Borough.
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Newport: The market town of Newport was founded by the Normans (who called it Novo Burgo) near the old Roman road the Via Devana, which ran from Chester to Colchester, and between already established settlements at Plesc and Edgmond. The site chosen was a sandstone ridge to the west of Aqualate Mere, a natural lake, the largest in the Midlands, formed by melting glaciers; the River Meese flows from here to the River Tern. The lake and its abundant fisheries are mentioned in Domesday Book. Over time, the name changed from Nova Burgo to Newborough and finally to Newport.


Ludlow: The market town of Ludlow is famous for its royal castle, which sits on a promontory high above the River Teme. A place of old streets and quaint buildings, this medieval walled town is the largest town in the south-west of the county, with approaching 500 listed medieval and Tudor-style half-timbered buildings. The name Ludlow derives from the Old English ‘Hlud-Hluw’, which morphed into Lodelowe; ‘Hlud’ means loud waters, and ‘Hlaw’ means hill. In Welsh it’s Llwydlo. A thirteenth-century poem mentions that for a long time Ludlow was called Dinham.


Market Drayton (Draitune): A small market town, Market Drayton was known previously as Drayton in Hales, and before that as Drayton. Market Drayton claims to be the home of gingerbread.


Whitchurch (Westune/Westone): Another market town, Whitchurch is the oldest continuously inhabited town in the county, having originally been settled by the Romans some time between AD 52 and 70. In those far-off days Whitchurch was called Mediolanum (a name shared with Milan), which means ‘place in the middle of a plain’. The town’s current name derives from the Norman period, during which it housed a church built of white stone: White church. Sadly, that original church is gone; its replacement was built in 1712 of red sandstone.


Shifnal (Iteshale): The market town of Shifnal may originate from Roman times, but as seventh-century Idsall it was probably founded in the days of the Angles. In the ninth century the town is believed to have been known as ‘Scuffanhalch’, ‘Scuffa’ being the name of a person, and ‘halh’ meaning valley. Over the centuries, the town has been known as ‘Idsall’ and ‘Shifnal’, swapping between the two. A ninth-century charter refers to ‘Iddeshale’, which means ‘Idi’s nook or corner’. The village is mentioned in Domesday Book, which records that ‘Robert, son of Theobald, holds of Earl Roger Itesdale’ and was lost by Saxon Earl Morcar when he rebelled against the Norman invaders. The Wesley Brook, a tributary of the River Worfe, runs through the town. There are claims that Idsall means ‘Hall of Ide’, and that Shifnal means ‘Hall of Sceafa’.


Wem (Weme): Yet another market town, Wem’s name derives from the Saxon word ‘wamm’, meaning marsh, and is believed to have been settled by the Celtic Iron Age tribe the Cornovii before the Roman conquest. The town is reported in Domesday Book as consisting of four manors. Wem is the birthplace of the Eckford Sweet Pea, named after Henry Eckford, the nurseryman who first cultivated the plant. The town is also famous for Wem Ales, and has been a site of beer brewing certainly since as early as 1700.


A FEW OF THE ODD PLACE NAMES
TO BE FOUND IN SHROPSHIRE


•   Chemistry, near Whitchurch


•   Loggerheads, near Market Drayton, just over the border in Staffordshire


•   The Bog, south-west of Shrewsbury


•   The Four Alls, near Market Drayton


•   Sweet Appletree, near Market Drayton


•   Wig Wig, near Much Wenlock


•   Homer, near Much Wenlock


•   Titterstone Clee, one of the two Clee hills


•   Ruyton-XI-Towns, north-west of Shrewsbury


•   Snailbeach, south-west of Shrewsbury


Here are a few more that are, let’s say, a bit different:


•   The Coats, near Longville-in-the-Dale


•   The Fegg, also near Longville-in-the-Dale


•   Overs, near Bridges


•   Catstree, near Bridgnorth


•   Ale Oak, in south-west Shropshire


•   Cabin, near Bishop’s Castle


•   The Sheet, near Ludlow


•   Hook-a-Gate, near Shrewsbury


•   Diddlebury, near Craven Arms
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