
In my account of the early history of Brownhills entitled "Brownhills, a walk into history", 

first published in 1996. I mention on page 99, first paragraph, 

"When coal was first mined in Brownhills is unknown. No documented evidence exists 

giving the place and date of the initial operation." 

Since making that statement I have located evidence that shows when and where coal 

mining, on a commercial scale, first took place in Brownhills. The following account is taken 

from the notes of a talk I gave on the subject in November 2012. 

It concerns the history of two ancient plots of land. They were known as Palmers Hay and 

Great Brownhills and they formed the area that is known today as Coppice Side Industrial 

Estate. 

The earliest reference I have found concerns the fields known as Palmers Hay and date from 

the 16th Century. The name Palmer is said to be a reference to Pilgrims, sited where it is 

this is a probable assumption. 



Dated 2nd. September 1569, the twelth year in the reign of Elizabeth 1, an indenture stated 

that a pasture with appurtenances being situate at the boundary between Little Wyrley and 

Pelsall adjoining the lane leading from Wolverhampton to lichfield ( an important 

pilgrimage route ) was offered for sale by Thomas Smith of Hammerwich. 

It was offered to Fabrianus Orme, Thomas Royle and William Webbe all of Hammerwich. 

The sale did not go through but it does establish the ownership of Palmers Hay at that time. 

Cross referencing these details in other documents of the period I noted that Fabrianus 

Orme was part of a consortium who in 1567 purchased the Manor of Ogley Hay from Lord 

Stafford and his brothers Walter and Rupert. (S.R.O. 0546/3/5/1). 

Fabrianus Orme is mentioned as living at Overton Grange in Hammerwich. Page 264 of the 

Victoria County History of Hammerwich. (S.R.O. D(W)1734/2/1). 

In 1573, 16 Elizabeth 1, the Rent Roll for the Manor of Little Wyrley makes mention of 

Palmers Hay. 

In March 1637, in a document of indenture of feoffment, Erasmus Smith of Hammerwich, 

son of Thomas Smith, did for £100 of lawful money of England, grant, bargain, sell, alien, 

enfeoffe deliver and confirm to Ralph Smith, Gentleman of Cathedral Close, Lichfield, his 

heirs and assigns. "All that close or pasture in two parts divided called or known by the 

name of Palmers Hay with appurtenances lying and being within the Lordship of Little 

Wyrley in the County of Stafford. 
- --- .- - -- ·-

Together with all that cottage or tenement thereupon erected. An area of 24 acres, 

more or less. 



In 1651, Shortly after the English Civil Wars had ended, the Little Wyrley Rent Roll contained 

the following entries of ownership of land. 

The Queen ( Henrietta Maria of France , the widow of Charles 1 ) holds land also holds the 

Hilkin Wilkin and the Manche. 

The Cathedral Church of lichfield hold land. 

The Vicars Chorall of lichfield hold land. 

The Wardens of the Conduit Trust of Lichfield hold land. 

The Wardens of the Schoole of Walsall hold land. 

Sir Richard Leveson holds the Crossacks. 

Sir Edward Leigh of Rushall Hall holds Brownhills. 

John Smith holds Palmers Hay. 

Only land owners were mentioned in the Rent Roll. Tenents and Sub Tenents were not 

mentioned. 

In January 1654 the son of Ralphe Smith, John and his widowed mother Joyce decide to sell 

Palmers Hay. It was bought for £100 by John and Milbrow Speed of Brownhills. they 

included in the transaction a proviso for their grandson Arthur Milward to have one third 

share. After the death of John Speed the full title was granted to Arthur Milward by Milbrow 

Speed. 

Arthur Milward of Burton in the Parish of Much Winlock in the County of Salop died In 1677. 

In his Will he bequeathed his estate in Brownhills, being a dwelling house and messuage 

with all profits, to his sister Joan Wilkes, widow. 



Around this time the Manor of Little Wyrley changed ownership. It was purchased by Roger 

Fowke of Brewood. He was succeeded by his son Walter whose daughter and heir Sybil 

married Joseph Hussey of London. This was the beginning of the Fowke/Hussey Dynasty. 

Palmers Hay was inherited by Roger Wilkes and then passed on to his son Frances. 

In November of 1736 Frances Wilkes of Broseley, Salop, Collier and Ann his wife sold to 

Ralph Smith also of Broseley, Blacksmith, for the sum of £141/1/0d, the area Palmers Hay 

then in five separate fields divided. 

On 3rd December 1737 Ralph Smith of Broseley used Palmers Hay as collateral when he 

borrowed £120 from Thomas Haslewood, lronmonger, of Bridgenorth, Salop. The monies to 

be paid back within one year with interest. 

Ralph Smith used the money as part payment when he purchased from William and Ruth 

Smith of Middlestools in the Parish of Norton canes, " All those closes of land called or 

known as Great Brownhills". Also called by several names, Patch Croft, The Well Place, The 

Barretts Bank, The New Leasow, The Bigg Brownhills Close, The Birch Tree Piece, The Poole 

Piece, The Upper Leasow and The Meadow. An area of 55 Acres, more or less, lying next to 

Palmers Hay. 



The change of ownership of the fields of Great Brownhills was entered onto the returns of 

the Court Baron of the Manor of Little Wyrley for the year 1743. ( S.R.O. ) 

This document also mentioned that the Lordship of the Manor of Little Wyrley had changed. 

Phineas Hussey had sold off 2/3rd's of the manor, retaining only 1/3rd. 

The 2/3rd holder and new Lord of the Manor was Christopher Wood. He was the son of 

Henry Wood, Rector of Aldridge. Christopher Wood also held part ownership of the Manors 

of Norton Canes and of Ogley Hay. 

The rights of the Lord of the Manor included control of all mineral rights through-out the 

Manor. Which up until that time had never been exercised. That was to change. 

In March 1743 Ralph Smith, owner of Palmers Hay and Great Brownhills, was for the sum of 

£70 paid to Christopher Wood, granted the sole concession to excavate coal and ironstone 

within the bounds of the Manor of Little Wyrley for a period of six years. 

In December 1743 Ralph Smith stated that he had 11 expended the sum of £1551/5/Gd in 

getting coal and setting the same 11
• Included in this amount was" an Engine, Gins and other 

implements used in or about the coal field 11
• 

The size and type of the engine is not mentioned, nor is the location and depth of any shaft. 

In 1990 an article in the Express & Star covering the opening of the newT & S Office Block in 

Apex Road stated, 11 That construction was complicated by the discovery of three separate 

seams of coal and a disused mine shaft. 
... 



On 2nd. January 1744 Ralph Smith signed an agreement of partnership with Richard Ford 

and William Ferriday. They each purchased a 1/3rd share in the business. They paid 

£1034/3/Sd which included a share of the engine and gin. Ralph Smith kept control of 

Palmers Hay and Great Brownhills for which he charged the partnership rental. 

The two new partners in the business were very important figures of that time. Richard Ford 

was the grandson of Abraham Darby the lronmaster of Coalbrookdale. Richard's father also 

called Richard had married Mary Darby, Abraham Darby's daughter. After Abraham's death 

in 1717 Richard senior took control of the Ironworks at Coalbrookdale. In 1742 he had 

installed at Coal brookdale a Fire Engine of the Newcomen design to recycle water back up 

hill. When Richard Ford the elder died in 1745 Richard the younger and his two brothers 

inherited interest in the iron works. They were bought out by Abraham Darby 11 in 1756. 

(Article Shropshire News Sept. 1924). 

The other partner in the consortium was William Ferriday of Buildwas, Wyer Hill. He too had 

a distinguished career being a Coalmaster and owner of several coal and ironstone mines in 

Shropshire. In 1740 he purchased from Coalbrookdale the engine and pumps he installed at 

his lightmoor Colliery. 



This must have been a frustrating time for the Hussey family. After controlling Little Wyrley 

for decades they could only watch as outsiders reaped the reward. 

Ralph Smith built himself a sizable estate. He had purchased several collieries in Pelsall and 

he had set himself up as Master of Pelsall Hall. 

Events took a turn in 1751 when Christopher Wood, the 2/3rd Lord of the Manor of Little 

Wyrley had financial difficulties. He could have quickly solved his financial problems by 

selling his share in Little Wyrley which included the important mineral rfghts. He had several 

potential buyers waiting, including Ralph Smith. 

The Hussey Family protested and stated that Little Wyrley was their ancestral holding by 

right and that they and only they should be allowed to purchase it. 

It took an Act of Parliament to settle Christopher Wood's financial affairs. 

The Hussey Family regained control of the Manor in full. 

The partnership of the Brownhills Coalfield realised that their sole concession of the mineral 

rights over Little Wyrley had expired and was unlikely to be renewed. Phineas Hussey 

offered to buy them out, they accepted. 

£500 each was paid to Richard Ford and William Ferriday for their share. Ralph Smith was 

paid £1,300 but he had £122/16/0d deducted. This was paid to Hannah Haslewood of 

Bridgenorth who had loaned Smith £120 in 1737 to buy Great Brownhills, but had not been 

reinbursed. 

Ralph Smith also agreed to sell all of his other property in the area to Phineas Hussey. On 

17th August 1753 an indenture recorded the transaction. This included lands in 

Pelsaii,Wolverhampton, Little Wyrley, Esslngton,Bioxwich, Rushall, Walsall, Goscott,etc. It 

included Pelsall Hall. It also included Palmers Hay and Great Brownhills, together with all 

messuages, dwelling houses, tenements, edifices and buildings there upon. 

The Hussey Family kept control of the mineral rights over Little Wyrley until 1st January 

1947 when the Coal Industry was nationalised. 



But the story does not end there. 

Back to 1759 when the most unlikely person came onto the scene. Canal Builder and 

Engineer, James Brindley. The fame of his genius is universal but his connection with 

Brownhills has virtually gone unrecorded. I came across his involvement by chance when 

reading the history of the Brindley Water Mill in Leek. An entry in their records, written by 

the late Dr. Cyril Boucher, directed me to the archives of the Institute of Civil Engineers in 

London. There James Brindley's diary notebooks are preserved. In one of them he 

mentioned being invited by Phineas Hussey to erect a steam pumping engine at Little 

Wyrley in 1759. 

Although originally a Millwright, James Brindley was also a pioneering Engineer and he had 

successfully built several steam pumping engines in the North Staffordshire Coalfields. Very 

little is recorded in his notebooks regarding the Brownhills Engine. On a visit to the site he 

did mention " the plate boiler is short of steam". He ordered " a little boiler for assistance", 

from Coalbrookdale. In a letter dated September 1759 a mention of a brick boiler is made. 

(Northumberland Record Office 2/DE/7.) 

From early Estate and Tithe Maps of Brownhills we now have a rough idea where the 

Brindley Steam Pumping Engine was situated, adjacent to the perpetuated Engine Lane. 



The mining of coal on Palmers Hay and Great Brownhills became unproductive mainly 

because the deposits there were shallow and of a poor quality. The site was gradually 

phased out. Meantimes test workings had located better deeper coal deposits north of 

Coppice Side under Brownhills Common. 

I now believe that the map shown on page 98 of" Brownhills, a walk into history ", (The 

original map is in Walsall, Essex Street, archives. Ref. 35/11/14 ), is from the 1760's and 

shows test pits across The Common from the area of Engine Lane leading in a north easterly 

direction up to the Watling Street where the School is now at the top of The Parade. 

This was to lead to the opening of the New Brown hills Colliery on The Common just south of 

The Rising Sun. 

John Hanbury, Farmer of Norton Canes, secured the first lease from Phineas Hussey, Lord of 

the Manor of little Wyrley. 

The rest is history. 

Some of the documents studied for this analysis were deposited in The Staffordshire County 

Record Office, Stafford. This should be the starting point for any further research. 
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