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Walsall Market 
The market has always been central to Walsall - and it has always been changing. 
By recording the memories of shoppers, stallholders and officials we aim to present a 
picture of what market life was like in the earlier part of the 2Qth century. However the 
history of the market goes right back to the thirteenth century and to set the scene for 
the evidence of living memory we must start with a brief history. 

The Early Market 
In 1220 William le Rous, Lord of the Manor of Walsall, obtained the right to hold a 
market in Walsall by a grant from the King. A market, especially a successful market, 
would make money for him and bring prosperity and growth to the small town. Recent 
research suggests that the High Street was laid out in a planned way at this time, a 
broad street designed to accommodate the market. It may be significant that the site of 
the Guildhall occupies a central position in the street. The early market was held on a 
Monday, and this was moved to Tuesday in 1417. 

Market Buildings 
There was a market cross at the top of High Street, which is first mentioned in 1386, 
and which survived till the late sixteenth century when the Corporation built a market 
house known as the High Cross or High Cross House. A lease of 1589 describes it: '1 [the 
building] ... where heretofore there was an old crosse standinge [which is] called the high 
cross in Walsall for the beautyfying of the said towne as also for the provision of places 
of punishment and correction of dyvers lewde and misdemeyned persons". 

The town stocks, pillory and whipping 
post were nearby. The High Cross was 
rebuilt in 1692 and on a map of 1763 is 
shown in the centre of the road. The 
tiny sketch suggests that it may have 
been a room on top of a framework 
of supporting beams from beneath 
which goods may have been sold. The 
space between the Market House and 
the houses on either side was only 
ten feet. It was demolished in 1809 
to make the sharp, steep, dangerous 
turn from Rushall Street into High 
Street wider and more convenient. A 
final market house was built in 1809 
further up the hill near the church 
steps but it was never well used 
and was demolished, again for road 
widening purposes, in 1859. 
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Market Events 
As a regular gathering of large 
numbers of people the market 
was a natural focus for public 
activity both light-hearted 
and serious. In the market 
area were many popular inns 
and entertainment here was a 
regular event. The Green Dragon 
boasted an excellent bowling 
green and the Woolpack was one 
of the great cock fighting centres 
of Staffordshire. According to 
popular belief the young Dr. 
Samuel Johnson used to wait at 
the Old Still Inn for the coach to 
Lichfield having sold books on 
the market. 

In October 1766 twenty 
constables were sworn in to 
deal with disturbances over the 
price of wheat. It was hoped 
their presence would give confidence to farmers and persuade them to come into the 
market with corn and produce. In 1782 trade was poor and a hundred or so colliers came 
into the market in an attempt to get the price of flour and malt reduced. 

There is evidence of an unusual custom which took place in the market, it was widely 
believed by ordinary folk that a marriage contract could be dissolved by a wife being led 
by a halter around a market by her husband and then offered for sale. This was of course 
illegal, but this display was seen as a public declaration of intent, the price and buyer 
usually pre-arranged. The Wolverhampton Chronicle reported one such case in Walsall in 
November 1837: 

A strange and unwanted exhibition took place in Walsall Market on Tuesday last. 
A man named George Hitchinson brought his wife, Elizabeth Hitchinson, from 
Burntwood, for sale, a distance of eight or nine miles. They came into the market 
between ten and eleven o'clock in the morning the woman being led by a halter 
which was fastened round her neck and the middle of her body. In a few minutes 
after their arrival she was sold to a man of the name of Thomas Snape, a nailer, 
also from Burntwood. There were not many people in the market at the time. The 
purchase money was 2s 6d [12 1/2p], and all the parties seemed satisfied with the 
bargain. The husband was glad to get rid of his frail rib, who it seemed, had been 
living with Snape three years, erroneously imagining that because he had brought 
her through a turnpike gate in a halter, and had publicly sold her in the market 
before witnesses, that he is thereby freed from all responsibly and liability with 
regard to her future maintenance and support. 



Market Produce 
Although there was always a retail element in the market, many of the transactions 
in the market were on a large scale. In the early nineteenth century Walsall was one 
of the main inland markets for live pigs in the country - a writer in 1855 claimed up 
to two thousand changed hands in a single day. A special pig-market was established 
in Digbeth and extended in 1834-5. The growth of the railways diverted the trade to 
Birmingham and Wolverhampton and it was reported in 1889 that the Pig Market was 
little used. The collector's house had over it the Borough Crest and when it changed use 
and became a public house it was called the Bear and Ragged Staff. 

In 1860, Walter White, author of All Round the Wrekin wrote: 

Walking one market-day down the main street of Walsall, I thought that a description 
of the scene would scarcely be recognised as English, so strange and foreign was the 
appearance of the stalls. The display of wooden-ware, of crockery, of tubs and pans, 
and household utensils of many kinds, was so novel to me, though familiar enough 
to Black Country folk, that I walked three or four times up and down the steep 
incline to look at the articles, and inquire their uses. But strangest of all was the sight 
of perhaps a dozen stalls 
scattered among the others, 
exhibiting an array of glass 
jars and bottles, some filled 
with various kinds of worms, 
some with a green substance 
looking like a preparation of 
cabbage leaves, some with 
bullets. By each stood a glib
tongued orator, vociferating 
the virtues of his vegetable 
medicines, extolling the efficacy 
of his pills, (which I had taken 
for bullets), and pointing 
to the ghastly exhibition of 
worms as the consequence 
of neglect of his warnings 
and recommendations. These 
orators are the doctors of the 
neighbourhood, consulted by 
miners, labourers, and artisans. 

What White found strange -
the non-agricultural - soon 
became the standard. The market 
changed, reflecting the change 
in Walsall's role from focal point 
of an agricultural society, to an 
industrial centre in its own right. 
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Trading Hours 
Trade continued on market days until late evening and in 1853 the market bell was 
rung at ten thirty by a policeman and again at eleven o'clock to indicate to stall holders 
that trading must now cease. By 1914 the market closed at ten o'clock and traders were 
allowed one hour to clear up and leave. Between the two World Wars the bell was 
rung earlier than this, although trade often continued well beyond time if there were 
customers. The bell ceased to be rung at the outbreak of the Second World War. 

I've seen some life in Walsall market of a Saturday night when the police used 
to walk down, when they used to ring the bell at half past eight ... and say don't 
forget you have to finish at nine. They'd ring again at nine and the police would be 
walking up and down the market, you had got to go and find out where the police 
was and follow 'em round. We always was serving until ten o'clock at night. 

At the turn of the century there was a wide range of goods offered 
for sale and it was a regular habit with Walsall people to 'go down the town' on 
Saturday nights. This meant not only calling into shops but definitely visiting the 
market. Poorer shoppers often waited until the end of trading when prices were 
reduced on perishable items. 

In High Street and Digbeth in Walsall with the market going there was nothing you 
couldn't buy. As a kid I bought maggots from Cottams the candle factory, my first 
tools from Merrimans the ironmongers, gun powder to make my own fireworks 
from Shuffreys and - a feed for the gods - a batch cake split down the middle and 



dipped in hot beef or pork gravy from Dance's the cooked meat shop. The stalls 
provided such bargains as watches for two and sixpence, penknives at sixpence, 
boots for five shillings a pair and lace curtains at two and sixpence a pair and 
crockery at unheard of prices all sold by salesmen who were also entertainers too. 
Such names as Benny Hudd, Wasser, Wrap it up Charlie come to mind and Sammy 
Taylor. Sammy who used to sell half crown watches. He used to slap his pockets 
with the money in and say Jolks here's where I keep my money and this is what I 
keep on top of it' and he used to pull out a revolver ... 

There was Dainty's sweet stall as clean as a new pin with assistants in white 
overalls, where they sold a good variety of homemade sweets at four pence a 
pound or a broken mixture at three pence a pound. On Barker's herbal stall a huge 
tapeworm that filled a gallon pickle jar was its main attraction. At some of the 
fruit stalls early in the morning dyed oranges were sold as blood oranges. You saw 
the salesman drop a sizzling rasher of fat bacon into a sack of oranges, he and his 
mate then shook up the shack and second grade oranges came out with a beautiful 
polished appearance. On the same stalls rabbits, ready dressed for the table were 
sold at seven pence, eight pence and nine pence and greens, two grades both out 
of the same crate but one lot having been sprinkled with water, sold for a higher 
price as garden fresh. Then there were the fish stalls where the poorer folk used to 
hang around until the market bell sounded the warning for closing time and the 
fish for obvious reasons was sold at give away prices. And to crown the market's 
entertainment value for the onlooker along came Julia Devine, drunk or just acting 
she would sing and dance and thus draw the customers till a stall holder gave her 
the price of a drink to move on. When the naphtha lamps were flaring and you had 
time to spare, Walsall market in the early 1900's was an education in the study of 
human beings, as well as cheap entertainment. 
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Quack doctors and fortune tellers no longer add to the 
atmosphere of the crowded street scene or to the variety amongst the stallholders. 

One of the features of Walsall Market which is totally absent today is the patent 
medicine wallah who used to get in there. Quack doctors, and they used to descend 
in a swarm in Walsall Market and they were some of the rummest characters you 
ever met. Some were quite genuine in their own way. There used to be a herbalist, 
I remember, one of the genuine ones, I think he was a Pole, his name was Wasser 
and he had a little herbalist shop at the end of Goodall Street. And I can see the shop 
now, it really was like a house window, I think it was a house and he had turned 
the front room into a shop. And hanging up on the window were all sorts of quasi
medical junk including a couple of cork legs. One of those heads you used to see, all 
marked out in squares, I forget what they call the practice, telling your fortune and 
everything, but he had one of those in the window and a display of trusses all over 
the place hanging up on each side of the window like a festoon. The prize display item 
was a model of the electric chair from Sing Sing. He claimed it was a true model of 
the Sing Sing chair and he used to bring this out into the market on a Saturday night 
and perch it on a tall box from which he used to pontificate to the crowd, he used to 
sell herbs and medicines all sorts and herbs that would cure every ruddy complaint 
under the sun. He did a marvellous trade and would extract a tooth for you for a 
tanner. I never saw him actually do it I have stood around for hours hoping someone 
would want a tooth out. But I am assured by many contenders at the time that when 
he had successfully taken a tooth out for someone, which he did most adroitly, and 
I expect painfully, when he'd done it, he used to blow a trumpet you know and then 
extract the tanner from the bloke who would get away as fast as he could to get away 
from the admiring crowd. He was only one of the patent medicine wallahs there, 
there were several, every Saturday there were several, they used to have little pots of 
this and boxes of that but it was their spieling that used to fascinate me as a boy. The 
common spiel was how degenerate the man of the day had got and that the herbs he 
sold restored virility ... I always remember one, a particularly villainous character he 
was, who posed as being a struck off doctor and he told a marvellous story about the 
pills he sold that would cure any female ailment under the sun you know. 

I think mostly I have been told by people who knew the business a bit, most of them 
were soft soap and bitter aloes rolled into pills and then dusted with something. 
Anyway he used to get a very big crowd around him and it used to be most 
fascinating to watch the crowd, most of them would take this yarn in and when he'd 
finished he used to start to sell. First of all his famous virility pills and they'd go like 
hot cakes at a tanner a box, ah marvellous. 

There were several men like him about the market in those days all on the same 
racket selling medicines, some of them weren't medicines. I was assured by a bloke 
that had seen it done. One of the chaps, selling a marvellous cure all ointment 
that would fix anything under the sun, he used to buy a pound of lard and an 
old kitchen knife and he'd slap the lard into little boxes and put the lids on and 
comment to the bystander on this particular occasion; the silly buggers will buy 
anything won't they? That yarn is perfectly true I can assure. 



The selling of remedies on the market survived until after 1947 when the exploits of an 
ex-circus performer who was a stock whip expert are recalled. He stood right at the top 
of the market and usually enlisted the help of a lad who held out a rolled up newspaper . 

. . .. so the kid would hold it out at arm's length then he'd get this stock whip, slash it out 
from about twelve feet away and cut it in two, and that would gather the crowd and 
they'd start the patter and the crowd got gathered. When you are as strong as I am, all 
this sort of business, through taking all these things you see. One of his favourite things 
he used to sell was hedgehog ointment, he'd tell you that was all the gypsies used to use 
for anything that used to happen to them, cuts and bruises, corns and anything else . 
. . .. Nobody believed them I don't think, but nevertheless you paid your half a crown for 
the entertainment you had because they were funny with it as well. 

There was one chap from Birmingham by the name of Doctor Barry, He wasn't a doctor 
really just a market trader. He used to sell cold cures stuff You'd put a few drops on your 
handkerchief and you'd just take a good breath and that cleared your head. You see, it did 
clear your head because it was sort of pure carbolic stuff, . . . it was like pure disinfectant, 
and he used to put a drop of this on somebody's handkerchief, "smell that my love", 
cause it used to knock your head off nearly you see. Then he used to charge them half a 
crown for a little bottle of this, which was the pure stuff mixed with a drop of water ... 

The quack doctors were on the market when I started [1947) and until the new 
health laws came into being, they sort of stayed there. 

I can only remember once in my day that a man came as a quack doctor and I put 
him on and when I went up the market I was amazed to find out he was pulling 
people's teeth with his fingers. He actually put his hand in the mouth. But my 
father told me it used to be a regular practice on Walsall market in his day with a 
man pulling teeth with his fingers. 
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Stall lighting at the turn of the century was by naphtha flares, these later gave 
way to gas lights, and in the 1930's this had become well organised. 

We used to volunteer to go and put the lights up on Walsall market, now these 
lights were gas lights and the whole of Walsall market had got a gas main 
down either side and the big gas meter used to be in the pig market. ... Twelve 
o'clock we'd report down the market and we used to have a piece of 118" gas 
tubing which you took a plug out of the road, the plugs were put in a sort of a 
wooden base, you took the plug out and screwed this piece of pipe in, which 
was a T section, you screwed it in, the pipe went up about six or seven foot and 
then there was two arms, one either side, there was a T junction at the top, two 
arms either side with a gas flare on each arm. Well this was alright, it was very 
crude but at least they had got some sort of light, the only trouble was if you'd 
got too much pressure on the gas it used to shoot the flame up and set the 
blasted tarpaulins on fire you see that they'd put on top of the stalls. 



Some of the well known stallholders from the 1920's 
and 1930's are recalled, many were flamboyant characters, experts at gathering a 
crowd around their stalls and then selling their goods with considerable style. 

The market always fascinated me as a kid, I can remember going around the market, 
it used to be a favourite haunt of mine on a Saturday night and it used to fascinate 
me the people who all gathered there, some idlers like myself just knocking around, 
others buying ... 

At the bottom of the market by the George Hotel there used to be a stall with a 
couple of Jews on who used to sell lace curtains. These boys, however they got the 
stuff there I don't know but they'd have the stall absolutely smothered in bales of 
big rolls of curtain. When they were going to sell something they'd wait for a little 
crowd to gather round and then one of them would pick one of these big rolls up, 
which must have weighed a bit and he'd walk smartly backwards along the stall, 
while his mate held the end. Then they'd display it you see, hold it up. These blokes 
had a wonderful spiel, they'd tell how it was a bankrupt manufacturer and that sort 
of thing and then after displaying the stuff, getting people round about interested. 
They'd start the price at something quite ridiculous, higher than in the shops 
roundabout and finally they came to what they'd decided was the limit that they 
could let it go for. The bloke who was holding it at the end would clap his hands 
smartly together. Supposing it was two and a tanner a yard he'd call it out and wait 
for the response, if nobody was interested they'd look very disgruntled and roll it up 
again and quickly fetch another one out and the same thing would go on. 
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Mom had a stall right at the bottom, an ironmonger's stall, and I used to be there 
- 'all sorts, sizes and prices pick where you like, they are all to be sold cheap', I had 
my little leather apron on and a little leather cash bag. . . . There was Glibbemann 
the Jew, he sold furs and things and there was Mole's, they used to have a fruit 
shop in the Square but they had a great big stall by Dance's Dining Rooms, and the 
Kings who sort of ran the market for fruit and vegetables. 

Walsall market at Christmas, it was on a couple of days, they didn't unassemble the 
stalls then and they left them still loaded with fruit, and my grandma and uncle 
every Christmas went to the market on the first day and they sat in the middle 
of the stall and watched the stuff overnight, and it was never vandalled or never 
stolen. These two were there with old coats round them and an old gas lamp, the old 
lamps that they used to have carbon and that in and she'd get a shilling or two for 
that, and she'd come away next morning and they give her a bag of fruit and that 
was an annual thing for her to do, she always sort of went to the same fruit stall. 

'Old Still Hotel and Dancc's Dining Rooms, 1926 (Billy Meikle). 



Benny Hudd is well remembered for selling his crocks at the top of High Street. 
When he first started working on the market he made two day journeys to Stoke by 
horse and cart to collect goods. 

There used to be a china merchant, a man dealing in cups and saucers and anything 
in the china line, and he always managed to get a crowd around him. He'd got a 
marvellous spiel he used to trot out and when you'd heard it once you'd heard it nearly 
every time, but he'd also got a market man's sense of ribaldry which came in very useful 
on occasions. Most times the ribaldry showed up when some person wanted to buy 
an upstairs teacup, you know a chamber pot. In those days there weren't many houses 
with a bathroom in the 20's. With a bathroom and lavatory as well you'd have to be 
round into Gorway to have one of them . ... He could tell almost instantly if there was 
a purchaser of a chamber pot. They used to look over [and] they'd come to the front of 
the stall through the crowd and go along and have a look at them and he'd say ''do you 
want one of them missus?", there'd be a sort of blushing yes and he'd say "what do you 
fancy?" you know. She'd pick one out like and ask him how much, he never sold it like 
that, oh no. He'd hold it up in the air and he'd say then "ladies and gentlemen, don't 
think you are running risks with these nasty buckets upstairs, with nasty sharp edges, 
you'll do yourself a world of damage and you could bloody well disfigure yourself for life 
and all". Then he give it a ring with a little mallet to show it was sound you know, then 
with his hand held so" what am I offered for this?", no response and he'd start himself 
off saying fifteen bob and by Dutch auction methods he'd work it down to a shilling or 
two you know. And finally, the woman who was after it would nod her head and say 
right and he'd say "right sold to the lady in the billy cock" and he'd give it a rap with 
a little mallet you know and hand it over straight away to her. And she'd give him the 
money and he'd look aghast at her you know, and the woman would be standing there 
with this pot in her hand and he'd say what's up missus, you want it wrapped up?, car 
blimey ar of course I can wrap it up', and out would come a sheet of the Screws of the 
World you know, and he'd wrap it up roughly for her and thrust it into her hands. 
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/ Digbe!h from High Street, Walsall. 
' 

He always had laughs and jokes, he'd got his stock lines if the crowd weren't buying 
... he would curse them and say they were enough to make a parson drop his handbag 
and things like that. 'Cause in days gone by it was hilarious, he would get the crowd 
laughing and joking, he used to swear virtually every sentence that he said, not like 
the children do today ... He was noted for while he was selling stuff giving stuff away 
on top of what they'd call out for. If they were getting married he'd pile the dinner sets 
and tea sets up for them . ... he always reckoned that there was an eye in the bottom of 
all the chambers he sold, "wash me out and use me well and what I've seen I'll never 
tell" was one of his stories and the other one was "wash me out and keep me clean 
then I'll tell you what I've seen" ... 

Q. Besides tea sets and chamber pots and all that, what else had he used to sell, did he 
sell any ornaments? 

Yes china figures and plaster figures as well, the old chalk figures, the shy girl and the 
dog on steps and things like that, which we used to go and fetch from London. That 
was quite a journey, about a twenty three hour day. 

We used to sell the big shy girls and things like this for about fifteen shillings, which 
was seventy five pence on today's price, and pairs of the plaster figures used to be 
about half a crown. Tea sets used to start from ten shillings upwards, teapots, we used 
to do I don't know if it was five or seven sizes of brown teapots and they used to range 
from one and threepence to right the way through to about three shillings. 

But he was a marvellous salesman and he sold some lovely stuff. I'll bet there's many 
a house in the Black Country that's got something that he sold, sixty or seventy years 
ago to her mum, there's bound to be. He was ven1 popular. 



During the Second World War the market became 
reduced in Size, Stallholders moved from side streets into the main area and other 
stalls became vacant. Traders were either called up, could no longer obtain goods to sell or 
supplies were restricted. It took a time for the market to become fully re-established again. 

If you hadn't got no bananas you couldn't get no customers and if you'd got some 
bananas, if you could let them have a couple of bananas you could sell your other 
stuff couldn't you. Now it was just the same with oranges, grapefruits, I mean 
I'll tell you the truth my ration of bananas was about five boxes, now some of the 
market people used to have thirty or forty boxes. (The variations in rations was 
decided by size of business). 

Q. How did the cold temperatures affect say boxes of bananas or something, how 
did you cope with that? 

Well, you couldn't, you bought 'em and took a chance if you sold 'em. Say you had 
thirty lettuce, if you didn't sell 'em you had got to keep 'em until the next day, 
But if you sold 'em or knocked 'em out a bit cheaper. Say if you was making say 
sixpence a piece on lettuce you might sell 'em for threepence a piece and that's how 
it used to go on. 

I used to go from here down to Pershore to the what they called the Co-op market 
see, you used to buy it by auction, there would be big rows of stuff, there'd say there 
might be fifty or sixty big baskets of plums. Then there might be so many beans in a 
row and you'd have to bid for them and that's how you used to go on. 

I used to go down to Pen-y-bont, that's down in Wales ... I used to buy so many 
couples of rabbits, well we used to bring them back on the Tuesday. By the Talbot 
we used to have a stall there and I used to have a board and I'd be at the back of the 
stall skinning the rabbits, the wife would be wrapping them up, and you could buy a 
big rabbit for sixpence. Now that's going back a bit you know. 

Q. About when would that be? 

Just after the war, I came out of the war in 1945. 
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The market was organised and controlled by a 
Market Superintendent who was known as the Toby. He not only 
collected the stall rents but allocated vacant stalls to casual traders, dealt with fly
pitchers and any problems that occurred. 

Doing the job properly meant being there to see what stalls were going to be vacant 
for that day. In those days by half past eight I would have oh, twenty casuals 
waiting, these are casual stallholders. YouCl have to make a list of these people and 
say to them, what do you sell because you just don't put anybody on the market. 
What do you do if there's a stall vacant you think well, what goods are going to fit 
there best. You don't want a fruit stall because you've got two there already, you 
don't want somebody selling ladies dresses because theyCl be too close to the other 
ladies dresses. So to save yourself trouble, because if you put people of the same 
goods next to each other, within ten minutes youCl got a fight your hands because 
they'd be cutting each other's throats with the prices of the goods you see. So you 
made the list out, found out what stalls were vacant then sorted out who for what 
stall, which caused a lot of trouble as well. Somebody would say I was here first, 
sorry it doesn't make any difference who was here first, what you sell is what 
matters to me . ... In those days the casual rent for a ten foot stall was ten shillings, 
fifty pence. 

Q. Did many of the casuals become permanent stallholders? 

Oh yes, quite a number of them. 

Q. Was this a usual way into the market? 

Yes, they'd ask if they could have a tender form if a stall became vacant ... 

Hudd's was the last stall, regular stall, past Hudd's that was say about twenty 
yards from the top of the hill, but past Hudd's I used to let the ground off, there was 
no stalls but I would let the ground off in sections to traders who wanted to put the 
goods on the floor, pitchers, demonstrators, I suppose you would call them the quack 
doctors, people who wanted to demonstrate furniture polish, glass cutters and all 
these sorts of people. They used to bring their own table, set it up on the ground, 
and then open up like that. They, if I remember rightly, I used to charge those about 
five shillings a day for standing there. 

We were not allowed to block entrances. I tried not to put stallholders with the same 
goods in front of shops. You wouldn't put a man selling gents' clothing in front of 
Buxton & Bonnet otherwise you fell out with a shopkeeper and it caused a lot of 
problems. So apart from anything else you can see that putting someone on a stall 
you had got to think of several things all the while. 

Q. Did you ever get any who came along and set up without your knowledge? 

We used to get them, Christmas time was the worst, just before Christmas, people 
dressed as Father Christmas. 



I remember one day I was told a man had got a crowd outside the Arcade at the 
bottom, Digbeth Arcade at the bottom and he was causing a great deal of congestion 
and that and blocking the entrance to the Arcade. The manager from Buxton & 
Bonnet's rang up and said could I move him. So I went and saw this young chap 
standing there, suitcase at his feet, I can't remember what he'd got actually, it could 
have been nylon stockings or little bits of jewellery and I stood by him and I was 
going somewhere to see somebody and I had got a briefcase in my hand and he 
looked at me and said, if you are looking for a pitch mate, drop down beside me I 
don't mind. So of course I informed him who I was and told him what to do you see. 

What we tried to do was keep the market well balanced if you'd got so many 
fruiterers you didn't want any more, if you'd got three ladies' dresses that was 
enough on the market, if there were two people selling gents' clothes that was 
enough on the market because gents' clothes were only any good on a Saturday 
because the majority of customers in the week were women who weren't at work. 
I'd tried to keep a balance as best I could of all the different goods that were on 
the market, and I used to spread these goods around the market so if for instance 
you wanted a lady's dress and you'd got one at the bottom you'd make sure, well 
there's another two at the top I'll go there and have a look. Well if you've got people 
wandering around your market and going from top to bottom it's a better market 
than keeping everybody down the bottom of the market. 
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Stalls lined both sides of Digbeth and High Street 
with the exception of the narrow part just below the Beehive. This is where six hawkers 
were allowed to stand, three on each side of the street. 

We used to have six hawkers there and they were not allowed to have anything on the 
floor at all. They had to have a tray round the neck and they all had to sell from the 
tray round the neck and walk up and down this little narrow part. The first man there 
was a very nice chap by the name of Jack Watkins, now he used to sell razor blades 
and he used to sell them one at a time. Next to him, I had various people come there, 
Sammy Skinner was one who used to sell little bits of ornaments and that. Then 
everybody remembers, who knew Walsall market in those days, the next person, she 
used to bring a wicker basket on three wheels, two wheels at the back and one at the 
front, and push it, and it used to be full of watercress and she used to sell it at two 
pence and three pence a bunch. That was the three on the right hand side, on the left 
hand side was Albert, a man who was always trying to make a fortune and could 
never find anything to sell properly . ... The next fellow was a chap by the name of Rex 
O'Neil, who sold various sorts of goods, it depended what time of the year it was what 
he sold. At Easter time he'd come and try and sell Easter eggs and Mrs. Shaw used to 
do her nut because she sold sweets and he was taking the business off her. 

There was another fellow who used to stand there by the name of George Pyke, he 
used to make these little glass ornaments, the swans, have you seen them? Well he 
used to make those himself and he used to sell them on the market. 

The stalls in those days were wooden, there were six posts, there were three either 
side, the middle post was taller than the two other posts, so that when the tarpaulin 
was thrown over it made an eave. Now a chap by the name of Joe Bird, had the job 
of putting all the market up. And he couldn't start, I think it was ten o'clock on a 
Monday night to put Tuesday market up and ten o'clock on a Friday night for the 



Saturday market. Him and his son and two helpers used to put all the market up pole 
by pole and when they'd finished they used to put the tarpaulins on the stallholders 
for extra money in their own pockets you see. And when the market was finished 
they'd take it down and they swept the market up not the Corporation. And they used 
to sweep it up by hand and carry it away on ordinary handcarts, the rubbish. But 
the funny part about that was at the end of the day there used to be, I think was two 
Corporation cleansing people used to come and go to the top of the market and we had 
a fire hydrant at the top and they used to put a hose on the fire hydrant and then they 
used to pour this water all the way down the market to the Bridge. 

There was a system of selling that is against the law now, the market people used to 
call it the run out. Well the idea was that you had an alarm clock for instance and 
you'd say who'll give me five shillings for this, so somebody would say I will, righto, 
and they'd put the alarm clock and the five shillings on the stall. Who else will give 
me five shillings, and he might get five or six people so he puts the five shillings and 
the alarm clock on the stall all on top of each other. Now then gentlemen I have got so 
and so, I've got a photograph book here you can keep your photographs in, who'll give 
me ten shillings for this, so all those that had given money previously gave another 
ten shillings and this would go on until you had got a pile of four items with perhaps 
four or five pounds with the items you see. He'd say now look, you've got four items 
there and five pounds, who'll give me ten pounds for the lot and damned idiots didn't 
realise they were buying their own money back. And they'd do it. A lot of them used 
to try and sell by pitching, gathering the crowd and then selling to them what they do 
they'd start off at a high price, now these in the shops are seven pounds fifty you see 
now I've had a good bargain here, I've been and bought a warehouse up that's gone 
bankrupt, I've got all this stock here you see now I can afford to let you have it for say 
six pounds. And then they knock a bit, I'm doing you a favour today it's me birthday 
you see, I'll let you have it for five pounds fifty and finally it would come down to 
about two pounds fifty you see. Very likely cost him a pound you see . ... 
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Numerous stallholders and casuals have stood in 
Walsall market since the 1910's. It is not possible to recall all, but 
each has contributed to a rich part of Walsall's heritage. A spirit of comradeship and a 
keen sense of humour exists amongst them, anecdotes and memories give illustrations 
of this. 

Outside the old George Hotel we had Frank Gray with his hardware and then there 
was a very nice coloured fellow, his name was George Singh ... 

Mrs Cooper used to sell second-hand books, nothing else but second-hand books 
and a lot of them were paperbacks. And you could buy a book off her in those days 
for three pence or six pence and you could take it back next week if you'd read it and 
change it, and she'd give you half the value, half the price you'd paid for borrowing 
the book you see. And she was another character, she was one of the judges at 
Cruft's Dog Show Mrs. Cooper was. On the stall would be a cardboard box with 
two prize Pekinese, she won a lot of championships with her Pekinese. 

Q. You were going to tell me about where Polly got her watercress from? 

Oh, Polly and her watercress, well I joined Great Barr Golf Club and Bill who used 
to live at the cottage at the side of the golf club he started talking about the market 
and said do you remember Old Polly with the watercress? Do you know where 
she used to get her watercress from, she used to get it from the pool in front of the 
eighteenth green. I chased her off here many a time at six o'clock in the morning, 
he said, and God knows how long she's been here before I chased her off. She was 
always dressed in black skirts, I said that's right always got a black skirt on, he 
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said well she used to pick up her black skirt, tuck it into her big pair of blue or dark 
coloured bloomers and take her shoes and stockings off and wade into the pool and 
pinch all the watercress off the top of the pond, then he said what you have got to 
remember after I have chased her off she'd have a little wicker basket with her and 
she'd push it across the golf course to a little walk through Merrion's Woods, he 
said. I used to let her get away with it. I only used to do it for a bit of fun, he said, 
and she'd push it down to that little walk, she'd push it down through Merrion's 
Wood onto Birmingham Road and then push it all the way to Walsall market to sell 
it for tuppence a bunch. 'Cause the basket was made by the blind institute that she 
had, it was a wicker basket with two wheels, two at the back and one at the front 
with a handle ... 

All clear profit, whether it was clean profit or not I don't know, but it was clear 
profit. 

And old Alec from Leicester, he used to sell the dresses. They used to come in 
[to Nunn's Cafel off Alec's stall and say can we try this frock on in the back and 
they'd try the frock on see and it would look lovely and Tuesday's they'd come back 
and take the frock back to Alec and get the money back after they'd been out in it 
on Saturday night .... 'Cause he was fair like that, he used to say they were poor 
buggers and they hadn't got a lot and as long as there were no marks on it. But you 
know I've known him when we have had the really rainy days you know and he 
used to have the racks of dresses, and they've blown off and gone on the floor. And 
he's been in our back kitchen in the bottom sink washing the frocks out, rinsing 
them, and we've had to put them all over the ovens to dry. 

There was one chap by the name of Walter Parish, Walter was an expert with this 
glass cutter and he'd get the piece of glass on his stall and he could do a circle of 
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glass without a template or anything. He would just whip it round like that, he'd 
have a lovely circle of glass you'd swear he'd had a compass to do it with. Then he 
used to cut another circle out of the middle of that so he had a ring of glass and he'd 
do a lot of these and he'd make an incision straight across it so that he could lap 
them all together and make glass chain to hang over the edge of the stall. And he 
was a character in his own right, but he was an artist he was at this game with this 
glass cutter. 

He sold all miscellaneous goods and he used to have a little box at the back of his 
stall and he used to stand and pitch from the box, who'll give so much for this, and 
of course they were known as pitchers, 'cause they pitched to get a crowd around 
them. He used to wear a moleskin waistcoat and he'd have about six or eight pockets 
in this waistcoat, he'd have pound notes in the one pocket, and he'd have his ten 
shilling notes in another, half a crowns in another, sixpences, and he knew exactly 
which pocket to go to, to give change all the while. And he was giving a lady her 
change and he fetches say two half crowns out of one pocket, put his hand in 
another pocket, fetches some money out and out with this money came a condom in 
a packet you see and it dropped on the stall in front of this lady. He said, that's not 
for you love only the money's for you. I can see this lady's face now, it was beetroot 
red. I mean in those days of course there was no such things obviously ... 

We had the old hotel that was there the Carlton Hotel on the right hand side, it 
had a beautiful glass dome on the top of it there. Outside there they were mostly 
fruit stalls, there was Tomkins', Kings' they had big stalls and Billy Berg from 
Wednesbury he had a big stall there. Stuck right in the middle of these fruit stalls 
was a wallpaper stall, a chappie who used to sell wallpaper, a chap named Tommy 
Brown, from Bilston he came. 

The first stall past George Street was Carter, John Carter from West Bromwich ... 
And he was the first one I ever saw who could throw a complete dinner service in 
the air and catch it without breaking the plates and this was one of the gags to get 
the crowd around the stall you see . 

... Sometimes on the cold days your tea froze in the cups you poured it in, the snow 
would blow in onto your money bowls and freeze the money in the bottom of the 
bowl ... 

A chap named David Sharples, who sold stuff that has completely gone off the 
market now lino, floor covering, lino. He used to get these rolls of lino and stop the 
traffic, he'd roll them out across the roadway to show people how much lino there 
was you see. Traffic used to come down the market in those days so everything had 
to stop while David had got his lino across the floor. 

We used to have Wheelans who sold pressed meats and cooked meats and they 
stood on the corner of George Street. On the corner of their stall a man used to 
stand ... all he used to sell was grease proof paper and he used to make a living 
selling five sheets of grease proof paper to ladies. The ladies used to come and buy it 
to wrap their husbands' lunch in to take to work with them. 



But the old type market man has gone now, the man who used to come to market 
with his suitcase with his goods in. I can remember little men who used to come 
with a suitcase full of nylons, that was all they sold. 

The great change in the face of the market is the throwing across of that bridge 
and restaurant, two thirds of the way up. Once it was one of the nicest townscapes 
in the Midlands, it used to look beautiful to look up that street particularly on a 
market day with all the crowds about. And you got at a certain point somewhere 
by the Woolpack, you could look back and see right up to the church steps and the 
tower and a nice spire at the top, it used to look lovely. Yes, the market in any town 
is a focal point. 

People used to come in Walsall market from America and all over the place and 
they'd stand down the bottom end of the market and click it, and it was the nicest 
sight you could see. 

It was lovely the Carlton Hotel and it was Melia' s shop next to it and the hotel was 
over the top of that as well. It was a beautiful place, I don't know why they fetched 
'em down because they were landmarks of Walsall. They sent us a form at our shop 
after they had knocked the best old buildings down saying what did we think about 
saving the old buildings of Walsall. All I wrote on the thing was - you are too late 
you have already knocked 'em down, and sent it back to the Town Hall. 
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All the illustrations in this book are from collections held at the Local Historv Centre. 
If you would like a copy of any of the photographs - suitable for framing and an ideal 
gift - then write to us or call in at: 

Walsall Local History Centre 
Essex Street 
Walsall 
\'VS2 7AS 

Telephone (01922) 721305/6 
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