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FOREWORD 

Parish and local histories have long been a love of the English 
nation. All add things of interest to the national picture. All involve 
years of research and the accumulation of much material. In only a 
few is this vast mass of fact reduced to a balance between information 
and readability. 

In this history of Aldridge, an area torn between growing manu-
factures and the dormitory dwellings of Birmingham and Black 
Country workers, I believe that the author has succeeded in placing 
the local facts against the historical background in a well digested 
manner which can be assimilated by both the general reader and the 
student. He covers the whole field of human activity in the area from 
the scraps of flint tools on the surface to the growth of factories. He 
has not forgotten the humanities and his gleanings from the adminis-
tration of the Poor Law in the eighteenth century read like summaries 
of Dickens' plots. 

I find delightful that he has abstained from long genealogies, froin 
detailed and tedious notes of minute observations in church architec-
ture. He writes of people speaking across the past from the fragments 
of documents left almost by accident or the marks and traces of the 
human hand in the field. 

As a study of a sparsely inhabited area in the Midland forest belt 
I am sure that this work will fill a need for those who like to teach or 
learn history from a human angle. 

A. H. OSWALD, M.A., F.S.A., F.M.A. 



,... . 

To DoRoTHY 

who has suffered much from too many papers 
too often left in too many places, but who yet 

refrained from too frequent, 
attempts to straighten 

them. 



PREFACE 

In writing this story of Aldridge I have received help from many 
people. I am indebted to the staff of the Birmingham Reference 
Library who, with patience, made available the documents and books 
that are in their keeping ; Mr. Stitt and Miss Gollancz were also 
helpful, making accessible the many records that are in the County 
Record Office and the William Salt Library. Mr. F. Price, the 
Walsall Librarian, in addition to the help he gave as Librarian, also 
added a generous helping of personal encouragement. The Rector 
of Aldridge, and the Vicar of Great Barr, freely allowed me to 
study the Registers and other documents that are in their possession, 
both being most co-operative. Mention must also be made of Mr. J. 
Whiston, Mr. R. D. Woodall, Mr. H. G. G. Nichols and the Rev. 
J. E. Noble who also supplied information. In dealing with the 
prehistory of the district, Mr. Adrian Oswald, F.S.A., Keeper of 
the Department of Archaeology of the Birmingham Museum, and 
his staff, especially Mr. P. Gathercole, B.A. (now of the Scunthorpe 
Museum), were very helpful indeed, particularly in the matter of the 
Bourne Pool flints ; and I must not forget Mr. Jones of the Bourne 
Farm, who allowed me to collect the flints from his land. I am grate-
ful to Mr. S. A. Jeavons, F.S.A., for the trouble he has taken to supply 
the illustrations, and to Mr. A. G. Evans for his help in reading the 
proofs. 

I have made great use of the publications of the Stafford Record 
Society (previously the William Salt Archaeological Society) ; but 
for their annual volumes the chapters on the Middle Ages and Tudor 
times could not have been written. 

Dr. J. Stirling, Col. Cartwright and Mr. A. J. Rees have all 
offered helpful criticism and advice, but they are not in any way 
responsible for the faults that remain. I am also indebted to the 
members of the Aldridge Society for their assistance in the publish-
ing of this book, and I must not forget the ready co-operation and 
advice given by Mr. G. Clark. 



PREFACE 

The main problem in compiling the history, has been that until 
recently, Rushall and Pelsall were independent of each other and of 
Aldridge and Great Barr. As much of what was once Rushall is 
now in Walsall, and because F. W. Willmore in his Records <!f 
Rushall has adequately covered most of Rushall history, I have not 
given the space to Rushall that I have devoted to Aldridge and 
Great Barr. At Pelsall, apart from the coal-mining era, the popu-
lation has always been much smaller than that of the other three 
villages ; and where there are fewer people, usually less history is 
made. Nevertheless, I believe that much of interest about both 
Pelsall and Rushall has been included. 

At the end of each chapter, I have endeavoured in the Bibliography 
to summarise the main sources from which I have drawn information. 
There I have used the following abbreviations : 

S.H.C. The annual volumes of the Stafford Record Society. 
B.A.S.T. Birmingham Archaeological Society Transactions. 
B.R.L. Birmingham Reference Library. 
C.R.O. · County Record Office. 

If any errors have crept in I apologise for them and would be 
grateful to be advised of them. Should any reader desire further 
details of the sources of particular pieces of information, I shall be 
glad to supply them ; and I would also be pleased to hear of any 
first-hand information about which I may be ignorant. 

The compiling of the book has introduced me to many new friends 
and given me many hours of pleasure. I hope that this book makes 
some of that pleasure available to others. 

]. T. GOULD. 
Aldridge, May 1957. 
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CHAPTER I 

IN THE BEGINNING 

HUNDREDS OF MILLIONS OF YEARS AGO, long before any 
man set foot on soil that was later to become part of the Urban 
District of Aldridge, forces were at work which were to have great 
influence on the lives of those who were to live here subsequently. 
Whoever examines a piece of limestone from Rushall or Hay Head 
can see embodied in it the fossilised shells of the tiny creatures who 
lived some three hundred and fifty million years ago. Their bodies 
have helped to make the thick deposits of limestone which, from 
Norman times, if not earlier, have provided good building stone for 
church, manor house, and cottage, besides lime for building and 
agriculture. Because of these tiny creatures and man's efforts to get 
the limestone, one road today bears the warning to motorists that it 
is liable to subsidence; because of them the present canal snakes along 
from Longwood to Daw End and on to Walsall Wood; because of 
them part of the district is disfigured with disused limeworks and 
quarries, though happily the latter are now grassgrown. 

Some hundred million years later came the swamps where coal 
was formed to lie in seams at Pelsall, Leighswood, and Walsall 
Wood. During the last hundred years many Aldridge men have 
worked at the dirty and dangerous task of winning that coal ; to 
them it brought employment; to some, injury; and to a few, 
wealth. To their wives it brought but worry. 

Near the coal measures lie the thick beds of Etruria marl from 
which the famous Staffordshire Blue Bricks are made. Brickmaking 
has been a local employment since the end of the eighteenth century. 
Blue bricks from Aldridge have been exported to countries as far 
distant as Tasmania. 

In addition to this natural wealth, high quality ironstone was 
found at Rushall where in medieval times there were forges, and 
later, a blast furnace. 
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The uneven surface of the remainder of the district is made up 
of sand and bunter gravel. These sandy hills gradually rise to form 
Barr Beacon, seven hundred feet above sea-level ; some claim that 
there is no higher land due east of Barr Beacon until the Ural Moun-
tains are reached. This light, sandy, well-drained soil was the most 
attractive feature of Aldridge for the few prehistoric men who lived 
here. 

Despite the mineral wealth, and the early promise of industry at 
Rushall, manufactures did not fully develop until the present 
century ; for transport was difficult and there was an absence of 
power for the early factories. Before the era of railways and motor 
lorries, cheap transport of goods meant water transport. Aldridge 
is as far from the sea and from any navigable river as it is possible 
for a village in England to be. The local canal was not cut until the 
end of the eighteenth century. Equally serious was the absence of a 
powerful stream to work machinery, although it was found possible 
to use one stream at Rushall to operate the bellows of a small blast-
furnace. For centuries geography prevented industrial development, 
but today the proximity of the over-crowded Black Country, 
together with the internal combustion engine and electricity make 
development unavoidable. 



CHAPTER II 

BEFORE THE NORMANS 

HAD TBIS HISTORY been written two hundred years earlier, 
this chapter would probably have been devoted to a ].ively description 
of the life and ceremonies of the Druids who were then thought to 
have lived by Bourne Pool, and to have offered sacrifices and lit 
their fires on Barr Beacon. Today we are wiser, but since the echoes 
of the supposed Druids are still heard, it may be as well to dispose of 
them before dealing with what evidence we have of prehistoric 
man. 

The druid legends first began here in the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries ; there is no mention of them earlier. Some zealous, 
but rather uncritical antiquarians then leapt on the suggestion of the 
names "Druid's Heath" and "Barr Beacon", especially as it was then 
thought that the Druids had their headquarters somewhere in the 
Midlands ; a belief no longer held. Barr Beacon is not referred to as 
such in medieval documents, it must be very doubtful that the hill 
was used as a beacon before the sixteenth century. Medieval docu-
ments do however refer to "Druwode" or "Druywode" and to a 
clearing in Druwode, as when in I343, Fulk de Bermingham 
granted Roger de Elyngton (rector of Aldridge) "a certain flat piece 
of my waste lying in a certain wood called Druywode in the village 
of Aldridge" (quondam placeam vasti mei iacentum in quodam bosco 
vocato Druywode in villa de Alrewych). Here Druywode means 
Dru' s wood, Dru being the shortened form of the christian name 
Drago. We know that a man of that name lived here for in A.D. 
I20I he was fined for committing a forest offence, Aldridge then 
being in the Royal Forest of Cannock. We do not know the nature 
of his offence, but it might well have been that of cutting duwn 
timber in his wood and making the clearing there. With the free 
spelling of the times, it is an easy step from Druwode to Drewed, the 
name of one of the open fields of Aldridge, and on to Druid. 
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In prehistoric times this district, li1 · nuch of the Midlands, was 
heavily wooded ; dank oak forest, with a heavy undergrowth of 
holly and brambles thriving where the soil was heavy. Such land 
was difficult to clear and was unattractive to early man, especially 
after he had domesticated animals needing well-drained pasture. The 
sandy south-east portion of this district was well-drained, and there, 
possibly, the forest was less dense. The Old Chester Road runs 
along this sandy portion, and alongside the road are to be found 
almost all the traces we have of men before Roman times. Most of 
the traces are just beyond the Urban District boundaries. Starting 
at Brownhills and working south, is first, Knaves Castle ; a tumulus 
or burial mound, unexcavated, but believed to be Bronze Age. 
At Catshill, by the Anchor Bridge, were two more tumuli, but these 
were partly destroyed and the remains disfigured when the canal was 
cut there about 1795· Next comes Castle Fort, a small hill-fort, also 
unexcavated but believed to be Iron Age. On the opposite side of 
the road is Gainsborough Hill Farm, where the hoard of a Bronze 
Age smith was found in 1824. The earliest evislence, however, is, 
strangely enough, where the Druids were believed to have lived, by 
Bourne Pool. Early antiquarians, Shaw and Hutton especially, 
described in detail, earthworks by the pool, though these are no 
longer visible. 

On the ploughed surface of an adjacent field, a large number of 
flint flakes, cores and implements have recently been found. The 
soil is sandy and well-drained, sloping south to the nearby Bourne 
Brook. The implements include blades (some of them are very 
small), scrapers, burins, awls, arrow-tips and one geometric micro-
lith. They are tools suitable for a community of hunters and have 
affinities with Mesolithic and later cultures. The awls are capable of 
piercing skins, which may have been worn, whilst the concave 
scrapers would quickly remove the bark from willow twigs, or 
smooth the shafts of arrows and javelins. Much of the flint used was 
of poor quality and was probably collected from glacial drifts ; 
but some flint was good and was presumably obtained by trading, for 
there are no deposits of good flint within many miles of Aldridge. 
At the time of writing, full details of these flints have not been pub-
lished, but a paper is being prepared by Mr. P. Gathercole, B.A., 
Curator of the Scunthorpe Museum, and will probably appear in 

• 
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the next volume of Transactions of the Birmingham Archaeological 
Society (Vol. 74). 

Other evidence of early man is to be found at Pelsall and in Sutton 
Park. Oh the east bank of the Ford Brook, close to Pelsall station is 
a grass-grown mound of stones, all broken and cracked by heat, and 
in Sutton Park, by the Milking Gate, are six similar mounds. These 
were usually described as "pot-boilers" for it was thought that 
primitive water vessels could not be exposed to fire, and so water was 
boiled by dropping in stones that had first been heated. This theory 
has not been abandoned, but it is now thought that heated stones 
may have served other purposes also, such as that of drying grain. 

Apart from finds of a few scattered flint flakes there is no other 
evidence of prehistoric man. There is a tumulus (Gassy Knob) close 
to the Rectory, but this has not been excavated and is probably the 
mound of an old post windmill ; the round hill in Bourne Vale is 
believed to be natural and not man-made, whilst the tumulus by 
Rushall Hall is most likely Saxon, for it is claimed that Saxon coins 
have been found within it. 

During the Roman period the native population was still small 
and never fully Romanized. The administration would be centred 
on Wall and Shenstone where Roman goods could be bought and 
foodstuff, furs, etc., sold. As fragments of Roman glass and tiles 
have been found at Castle Fort, the British must have continued 
living there, though there would no longer be the same threat to 
life and property which led to the immense work of constructing it 
earlier. 

Just outside the Urban District boundary runs the grass-grown 
Roman road, which is best referred to as Ryknield Street. It runs 
across Sutton Park, from by the Parson and Clerk, to Little Aston. 
When first constructed, this road, and the traffic along it, must have 
greatly impressed the local residents. Soldiers and messengers would 
pass between Caerleon and York ; there would be merchants from 
the Continent with wines, Samian and glassware ; whilst to the 
Continent would pass lead from Flint and Derbyshire, and probably 
slaves. Roman coins have been found near this road at both Streetly 
and Little Aston. 

Last century it was claimed that an umbo from a Roman shield 
was found at Hardwick Farm, although this cannot now be found. 
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A more recent find is a Roman phalera at Great Barr by the Scott 
Arms. The Romans are said to have quarried limestone at Rushall 
and Roman coins and a fibula are reputed to have been found there. 
This claim is not well substantiated and in the absence of other evi-
dence must remain very doubtful. On the other hand, one authority 
has pronounced that the mortar used by the Romans at W qll 
included lime made from W enlock limestone and the nearest supply 
of limestone in the Wenlock series is at Rushall. 

The Saxon conquest of Britain is shrouded in mystery, and in 
Staffordshire the fog is as impenetrable as anywhere. It was probably 
during this period that the four villages were first founded as stable 
communities with entities of their own. In Domesday, Aldridge, 
Pelsall, and Rushall are referred to by Saxon names. There Aldridge 
is written as Alrewic-the Alder Village-and if confirmation were 
needed there is frequent mention of alder groves (alnetum) in 
medieval documents referring to Aldridge. Pelsall was written 
Peleshale-the halh or healh of Peol. Presumably Peol was a 
person but one about whom we know nothing. 'Healh' is a difficult 
word to translate but is a common element in local place-names. 
The English Place Name Society give the meaning qS ihcluding a 
place that is concealed in some way-an advantage for any village in 
those troublous times. Rushall or Rischale means the rushy healh. 

Great Barr is referred to merely as 'Barra', probably from the 
Celtic word meaning a summit. This would be in reference to Barr 
Beacon. It is common for natural features like hills to have retained 
their Celtic names whilst new villages were given Saxon ones. 
Another village is also referred to in Domesday as 'Barre' and in 
order to distinguish between them they were later given the prefixes 
'Magna' or 'Great' and 'Parva' or 'Small'. Parva Barr later amalgam-
ated with Perry ('Pirio' in Domesday) to give the present Perry Barr. 

Little is known of life in the Saxon villages. The names W ednes-
bury and Wednesfield (W oden' s hill and W oden' s field) suggest a 
nearby centre of W oden worship; but when Mercia became 
Christian, Chad made Lichfield the religious centre. Aldridge is a 
mere seven miles from Lichfield so that it is probable that Chad or his 
followers preached here. Certainly after Chad's death, Aldridge 
people would flock to his tomb. Bede gives a description of the 
scene at Lichfield. 



BEFORE THE NORMANS 17 

Moreover the place of his sepulchre is covered with a wooden tomb made like a 
little house, having a hole in the side, at which they that come thither for devotions 
are wont to put their hand and take out some of the dust, the which they put into 
water and give it to sick beasts or men, whereby the grief of their sickness is, anon, 
taken away and they restored to their joyful desired health. 

With the coming of the Danes and the establishment of the Dane-
law would come fighting and insecurity. For a period the nearby 
Watling Street was the boundary between Saxon and Dane, a 
boundary too close for comfort and often crossed by raiders. The 
Viking spearhead, found by a schoolboy-Emlyn Davies-at Great 
Barr in 1954, bears mute witness to probable events. 

Despite the unrest of those times, in A.D. 994 a Saxon lady, 
Wulfrun, was endowing with land her monastery at Hamtun (hence 
Wulfrun Hamtun or Wolverhampton). The endowment included 
land at Pelsall and Ogley Hay. The boundaries were closely defined; 
those at Pelsall have been translated by W. H. Duignan as follows: 

First on Peolsford, along the brook against the stream; thence to the great moor; 
on the moor, thence on ryehalls to the brook; along the brook against the stream, 
thence to the hoary (or boundary) willow; from the willow thence on the hart's 
wallowing place, to the hunters' path, from the hunters' path to Thelford, from 
Thelford along . . . midstream, thence to Ordsey to the brook, along the brook 
against the stream, thence to Peolsford again. 

Of Wulfrun we know but little, although a lady of that name was 
captured in A.D. 943 when the Danes sacked Tamworth. In A.D. 
997 a charter of King Ethelred was witnessed by one Wulfric who 
was described as W ulfrun' s son. 
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CHAPTER III 

DOMESDAY AND THE NORMAN FOREST 

ALTHOUGH WILLIAM SCORED a resounding victory at 
Hastings, and thereafter was able to conquer England piecemeal, it 
was not until three years later that the Midlands were subdued. 
The leader of Midland resistance was the Herefordshire thane, 
Edric the Wild, until William routed his forces at Stafford in 
A.D. 1069. Following that victory William left Staffordshire for 
Yark, but returned suddenly before the Saxon forces were regrouped. 
He proceeded to harry the countryside. We do not know the path 
his men took, but the entries made in Domesday some seventeen 
years later are suggestive. There a line of adjacent villages are all 
described as waste; without inhabitants or cultivated land. The 
two Hammerwiches, Norton Canes, Wyrley, Ogley, Pelsall and 
Shelfield are all so described. The Bloxwich entry shows no inhabi-
tants, Bescot also was waste and of Walsall there is no mention (as 
early as 1446 Domesday was searched in vain for reference to 
Walsall). V"lhilst the reduction in population due to the war and 
subsequent starvation would result in some marginal land falling out 
of use, it can hardly account for such a string of neighbouring vil-
lages; more likely they bear witness to William's policy of teaching 
the countryside a severe lesson. 

Aldridge, Great Barr and Rushall were either more fortunate and 
escaped destruction, or else recovered more quickly. These three 
villages with land in eleven counties other than Staffordshire, were 
given by the Conqueror to William fitz Ansculf, who held the 
Norman castle at Dudley. He in turn granted them to two knights, 
no doubt demanding military service and perhaps supplies for his 
garrison at Dudley in return. Robert (a Norman name) held 
Aldridge and Great Barr from him, whilst Turchil (a Saxon name) 
held Rushall. The Domesday entries for Aldridge and Great Barr 
may be translated as follows:-
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Robert holds three hides (units ofland) in Aldridge, from William (fitz Ansculf). 
There is land for three plough(team)s in the demesne (i.e. belonging to Robert) 
with one slave; and five villeins (farmers) with one cottager have two plough-
(team)s. There is one acre of meadow, and woodland pasture five furlongs long 
and three furlongs wide. It was (i.e. in 1066) and is worth fifteen shillings (per 
annum). Two free thanes held it and the king had the soc (jurisdiction). 

The same man holds three hides in (Great) Barr from William (fitz Ansculf). 
There is land for three plough(team)s. There is nothing in the demesne, only one 
villein is there with one cottager. The woodland pasture is a mile long and four 
furlongs wide. It was and is worth five shillings (per annum). Waga held it. 

These two entries hold the key to much subsequent history. Ever 
since then Great Barr and Aldridge have been linked together and it 
is impossible to extricate the history of one from the other. Together 
they formed the manor of Great Barr and Aldridge, with the lord 
at first residing at Great Barr, but during following centuries seldom 
living there. The lord of Great Barr and Aldridge soon granted 
Aldridge as an inferior manor to a family who took as their surname 
'de Alrewych', which merely means 'of Aldridge'. This inferior 
manor was later held by the Hillary, Mountfort, Jordan and Croxall 
families. The heads of these latter four farµilies seldom resided here. 
The manor court known as Great Barr and Aldridge dealt almost 
exclusively with Great Barr matters, for Aldridge had its own court. 
Matters were further complicated when Aldridge church was built, 
for then Great Barr was placed in the parish of Aldridge and only 
became a separate parish during the nineteenth century. When 
Great Barr residents become restive, as they occasionally do, and ask 
why they should be linked with Aldridge rather than with Birming-
ham, West Bromwich or Walsall, they should blame the Conqueror, 
who gave both villages to William fitz Ansculf, and William fitz 
Ansculf, who gave both villages to the same lord. 

To return to the Domesday record, the entry for Pelsall shows 
that although it was 'waste' it was still held by the church at Wolver-
hampton, so that the Conqueror must have respected Wulfrun's 
endowment. The entry for Rushall can be translated: 

Turchi! holds one hide in Rushall from William (fitz Ansculf). There is land for 
two plough(team)s. There is half a plough(team) in the demesne (belonging to 
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Turchi!) and six villeins with two cottagers have a plough( team) and a hal£ There 
is a (water)mill worth fourpence (per annum) and an acre of meadow. The wood-
land pasture is five furlongs long and two furlongs wide. It was (in 1066) and is 
worth ten shillings (per annum). Wiwara held it with soc and sac (jurisdiction). 

Domesday then gives a picture of the four villages, studded in the 
surrounding waste. At three were small agricultural communities 
linked to the hated Norman Castle at Dudley. The villeins and 
cottagers represent heads of families, tied to the soil, farming their 
own land and that of their lord. The ploughteam consisted of eight 
oxen or the equivalent in other animals. They would not all be 
harnessed to the plough simultaneously. Probably four pulled the 
plough whilst the other four were engaged on the ancillary carting, 
harrowing, etc. The farmers' wives and daughters would help in 
the fields, milk the ewes and look after the poultry as well as perform-
ing domestic chores and spinning. For the children, were the 
ox-goad and bird-scaring. Their fare would be augmented by birds 
and animals from the surrounding waste. Life, however, was far 
from idyllic; famine being an ever present danger as the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle reminds us. Before long, matters became even 
more difficult, for when the Royal forest of Cank (Cannock) was 
created it included Pelsall, Aldridge and Rushall. The southern 
boundary ran along the Bourne Brook from W eeford to Bourne 
Vale and the Boltestile (probably the narrow northern ridge of Barr 
Beacon now represented by Longwood Road), and on to the 
Holbrook at Walsall. Great Barr was outside the forest but lay 
within Sutton Chase, held by the Earls of Warwick. 

We do not know when this happened but it must have been before 
1153 for in that year the Great Register at Lichfield Cathedral refers 
to Cannock Forest. The forest laws prohibited the hunting of wild 
animals and placed severe limitations on what the villagers could do 
with their land. Land already in cultivation could continue to be 
farmed, but no new land could be enclosed or ploughed, for that 
would be to destroy the food of the deer; trees could not be felled, 
for they gave the deer cover; forest courts had to be attended and 
there were other limitations to prevent •poaching. A bow and 
arrows could not in normal circumstances be carried, and the 
mastiffs which were kept by the villagers to protect their lockless 
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huts, had to have claws removed from one forepaw. Worst of all, 
sheep could not be kept without special permission, for they nibbled 
the grass close and it was thought that their scent was offensive to 
deer. To a community living near the starvation line this was a 
dreadful blow, for sheep provided milk (especially for cheese, an 
essential part of the diet), wool for spinning, and when killed, mutton 
and skin. The latter could be used for a variety of purposes including 
that of making parchment. Not until well in the fourteenth century, 
when the forest laws had been considerably relaxed, is there any 
mention of sheep or shepherds in this district. 

At first the penalties for breaking these laws were savage. Poaching 
could be punished by mutilation if not death. The penalties were 
later relaxed in favour of fines (much more profitable to the crown) 
and imprisonment. The first records we have show that in A.D. 1170 
Edward of Barr was fined one mark for an unspecified offence in the 
forest, whilst in 1176, Robert of Barr was also fined four marks (he 
paid two and owed two). Previous reference has been made to the 
offence of Drogo at Aldridge. 

The officers who enforced the laws were local men and their 
offices were often hereditary. Gervase of Bentley was one of these, 
and when he died (about 1164), William of Rushall claimed the 
wardship of his heir. Wardship would give custody of the land held 
by Gervase, and William would also occupy his office. He had to 
pay five marks for this privilege. He finally cleared this debt in 1166 
when he deposited two tallies with the treasury. 

The forest official about whom we know most is Nicholas de 
Alrewych, lord of the manor of Aldridge. Nicholas held the 
unspectacular offices of Reguarder and Agistor. As one of the 
Reguarders he had to keep two lists; the first gave details of new 
offences destroying the food and cover of forest animals; the second 
gave details of similar offences committed in the past and having 
permanent effect, the owners of the land being fined every time the 
Forest Justice visited the district. Sometimes the Justice was not 
satisfied with the way in which the lists were kept and then the 
Reguarders were liable for fines as in 1262 and 1271. The Justice 
only came every seven or eight years; then fines were levied and a 
record made of them for the treasury officials. In 1271 it was 
recorded that, 
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Thomas, son of Matilda of Aldridge has newly occupied an acre in the fee of 
Felicia of Barr (lady of the manor) and enclosed with ditch and hedge. To be 
thrown down, fine two shillings. 

William de Boweles has enclosed with ditch and hedge half an acre of alders in 
the fee of Nicholas de Alrewych. To be taken into the King's hands. Fine 'alibi'. 
Fence to be thrown down. 

Alice de Russale for two acres assarted in her own fee. Fine two shillings. 

There are many similar entries. 
As Agistor, Nicholas had to visit various forest villages and reach 

agreement with them as to how many animals could be turned out 
each year to feed on the acorns and beechmast, and how much the 
village should pay for the privilege. This varied each year. On one 
occasion Henry III appears to have over-estimated the income, for 
he ordered that £ ro which he had borrowed from Nicholas for 
Thomas the King's Surgeon should be repaid with ten marks expenses 
out of this money. The amounts realised during the following years 
were only as follows :-

1263 £1 l7s. 2;1-d. 
1264 £8 r5s. 7;1-d. 
1265 Nothing through defect of mast. 
1266 £2 6s. od. 
1267 Nothing through defect of mast. 
1268 £8 9s. rod. 
1269 Nothing through defect of mast. 
1270 Nothing through defect of mast. 
1271 £1 3s. od. 

Nicholas appears to have been held in very high regard, for his 
name appears as a witness on numerous charters, and at a time when 
all the neighbouring lords of the manors were engaged in many 
lawsuits over property, we have no record (with one possible excep-
tion) that Nicholas ever appeared in such a suit as either plaintiff or 
defendant. Four hundred years after his death, when Erdeswick 
wrote the first history of Staffordshire, he was able to record that the 
de Alrewych family were remembered still as being men 'of good 
repute'. The defaced effigy of Nicholas can still be seen in the 
chancel of Aldridge church, which he probably founded. 

Nicholas was not concerned in the most interesting of forest cases, 
those of poaching. Indeed, no Aldridge men appear in any of these 

• 
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hearings, although the village was fined in 1262 for not being 
represented when four men were accused of entering the forest to 
'take venison and commit other felonies'. It may be that Aldridge 
men preferred to cross the Bourne Brook into Sutton Chase and to 
do their poaching there, for the forest laws did not apply to a private 
chase. Significantly, in 1346 the Earl of Warwick complained to the 
King that men were continually entering Sutton Chase and carrying 
away the Earl's deer. On the list of suspects appears the name of 
'William, the parson's bailiff at Aldridge'. 

Although as far as we know Aldridge men were not involved, 
poachers must have often chased their quarry across the nearby waste. 
The worst case was probably that committed on Christmas Eve, 
1263. Ralph Bassett (of Drayton Bassett near Sutton Coldfield) 
entered the forest with a large retinue and killed some sixteen deer. 
Ralph was a supporter of Simon de Montfort and was probably at 
this time gathering followers for the rebellion of the following year. 
He would need the deer to provide Christmas fare. Eventually 
Ralph Bassett was killed at the battle of Evesham. Nevertheless the 
forest officials had recorded the offence, which came before the 
Forest Justice in l27I. It was reported to him that several of those 
concerned were then dead, one was in Ireland, two in the Holy 
Land, and the whereabouts of some of the others was unknown. 
Only two men were produced before the court, though they may 
have been held for some years awaiting the visit of the Justice. One 
of the two was fined twenty shillings and released, the other was 
'pardoned for the good of the King's soul and because he is a 
minstrel'. Frequently offenders absconded and were then outlawed. 

An interesting case appears in the Staffordshire Assize Roll 21 
Edward I. William Boweles, lord of Rushall, sued the Seneschal 
of Cannock Forest for taking away the tools and implements of 
workmen who were working near his house. The Seneschal claimed 
that the men were working a mine or quarry within the forest with-
out license and so William did not succeed in his action. It seems 
likely that he was obtaining limestone from the Park Lime Pits, 
possibly for rebuilding or extending Rushall Hall. 

Not only were the forest laws oppressive, but the officers were 
often dishonest. They did not always have things their own way. 
In 1288 a mob of some one hundred and ninety men descended on 
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the forest officials at Lichfield, beating, ill-treating and imprisoning 
them and destroying their records. On another occasion Richard de 
Bentley was galloping in the forest towards Shelfield, raising a hue 
and cry after some malefactors. He encountered the Seneschal with 
his brother and a clerk. These attacked Richard, throwing him 
from his horse and confiscating his sword, horn, bow and arrows. 
In this case, as Richard was carrying his weapons on a lawful occasion, 
he successfully took legal action against the officers. 

If the hunting of deer and most other\ animals was prohibited, 
hawking was not, save for a short period when that unfortunate king, 
John, tried to prohibit it. Hugh le Ridere of Aldridge apparently 
bred his own hawks, for in 1336 he sued John de Oken, chaplain, for 
breaking into his close at Aldridge, and stealing amongst other 
things, four eggs of his sparrowhawks worth six shillings and eight-
pence. The following year Hugh sued another chaplain for stealing 
five young sparrowhawks worth ten shillings. 
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CHAPTER IV 

MEDIEVAL LORDS AND PEOPLE 

THE EFFIGY OF NICHOLAS is not the only one in Aldridge 
Church; there lies also the cross-legged figure of Sir Robert de 
Stapleton, in armour, feet resting on a lion, and carrying his shield 
with its defiant, fork-tailed, lion rampant; a device well-suited to 
the man, a grasping, contentious soldier; veteran of many cam-
paigns, lord of the manor of Great Barr and Aldridge, as well as 
holder of other lands scattered about the Midlands. 

Sir Robert was the son of John de Stapleton, who died in 1272 
possessed of the manor of Stapleton in Shropshire. In 1282, Sir 
Robert de Stapleton was at Rhuddlan, ready to proceed with the 
English army against Llewellyn and the Welsh; he was also fighting 
the Welsh in 1295, when he was in the retinue of Sir John de Has-
tinges. He was summoned to Flanders for service in 1297, and for 
action against Wallace and the Scots in 130!. In this latter campaign 
many of the English failed to muster, so Sir Robert with two others 
was sent-

to inquire by jury of the county of Shropshire what bailiffs or ministers have 
received bribes to stay at home, from the nine hundred footmen selected in the 
county of Shropshire ... to attach such persons staying at home and compel them 
by good manucaption to come without delay to the army at their own expense, 
and to seize by the sheriff both those who have stayed at home, and those who have 
taken bribes and keep them in gaol until further order. Also those whom they find 
to have been guilty hereof, and by the testimony of the sheriff shall appear to have 
withdrawn themselves, they are to seize by their bodies and goods and to answer to 
the King for the issues of the latter until such persons come in and promise to submit 
to justice. 

By 1306 he seems to have married the widow of Roger de 
Rid ware and to be lord of Hams tall Rid ware, where he was involved 
in a number of disputes over the ownership of land. In 13 IO he 
witnessed an agreement between Roger de Morteyn and Thomas le 



26 MEN OF ALDRIDGE 

Rous, both of whom were closely connected with Walsall. Mean-
while he had found favour with John de Somery, last Baron of 
Dudley, who was also a keen soldier. When Sir Robert was in 
trouble for enclosing forest land, it was Sir John who intervened 
with the king on his behalf and secured a pardon for him. He was 
soon in trouble with the king again, for he supported the Earl of 
Lancaster when the king's favourite, Gaveston, was seized and 
murdered. He received the king's pardon for this in 1313. In 1317 
and 1319 he was again summoned to the army, this time at Newcastle 
for action against Bruce and the Scots. During a lull in the wars he 
had taken part in the big tournament held at Dunstable; his arms, 
a golden lion on a light blue shield, appear in the records of that 
event (1309). In 1324 he was summoned to attend a Great Council 
at Westminster. 

When John de Somery died, an . uisition was held (1322) into 
his possessions. It is there recor? iat Robert de Stapleton held 
Great Barr from him. How this happened is a mystery for the manor 
of Great Barr had passed to Rog1tr de Morteyn by marriage. Roger 
sold part of his possessions, including his share of the manor of 
Walsall, to John de Somery, and he may have sold Great Barr to him 
also, for in 1316 it was certainly in the hands of John de Somery. 
We do not know how Sir Robert de Stapleton obtained the manor 
from him, but for many years afterwards, Sir Robert, his widow, 
Isabel, and her brother, Fulk de Bermingham, were continually 
engaged in lawsuits with members of the Morteyn family and other 
members of the Stapleton family, who claimed Great Barr should 
belong to them. Sir Robert's title must have been very weak, for on 
three occasions at least, he manufactured false charters (still in 
existence) showing he had received the manor from different clerks. 
The production of these charters and the subsequent tracing and 
summoning of the clerks caused endless delays, meanwhile, of course, 
Sir Robert still retained Great Barr. Further delays were caused as 
it was not possible to take legal action against him while he was with 
the king's army, as he was again in 1332. The following year, 1333, 
Sir Robert was dead, but we do not know whether he was killed in 
battle or not. His widow continued to defend the lawsuits with the 
help of Roger Hillary, eventually Chief Justice of the King's Bench, 
and who came to include the subordinate manor of Aldridge amongst 
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his many possessions. Isabel was helped by her brother, Fulk, but in 
1352 she had to call her steward, William Brown, before the courts 
to account for his stewardship. In 1370, just before her death, she 
gave to her then steward, Thomas Jurdan, all his holdings in 
Aldridge. Four hundred years later, the Jordan family were them-
selves lords of Aldridge. 

Sir Robert de Stapleton was not the only warrior connected with 
this district. His brother-in-law, Fulk de Bermingham, who 
eventually succeeded to the manor, was at both Crecy and Calais, as 
was also William de Boweles of Rushall. William de Boweles' 
grandson, William Grobbere (or William of Rushall) besides being 
of the household of Richard II, was with Henry V at Agincourt. 

Meanwhile the descendants of Nicholas de Alrewych had been 
having trouble at Aldridge. About 1277, Nicholas had been suc-
ceeded by his son, William,'', . died leaving a widow, Lettice, and 
an heir (another William) un,_ u n:e. The wardship of the heir was 
sold to William Strangelford, · 'Wuv passed it on to Walter Strangel-
ford. William de Alrewych appears to have feared that his guardian 
might dispose of some of his inheritance, for just before he attained 
his majority, with the help of many local people, including the 
rector of Aldridge, Roger Hillary (not to be confused with the Chief 
Justice), he seized his father's property (1299) together with 'wheat, 
oats, pigs, capons, hay, apples, and other goods to the value of £40'. 
Three years later, Walter Strangelford was awarded damages, but 
the sheriff appears to have had difficulty collecting them and it is 
doubtful whether Walter was ever paid. This second William de 
Alrewych died about 1312, leaving yet another William as heir-
again under age. This last William entered into his inheritance 
between lP,7 and 1332, but the family fortunes were then at low 
ebb. No doubt the successive inheritance by two minors was badly 
felt. William died before 1356 and the manor of Aldridge passed to 
the Hillary family. The de Alrewych family seem to have left the 
district following this. One, John, entered the church, another 
William lived at Lichfield, Richard was in the service of Ralph 
Bassett in 1378, as was also Nicholas in 1399· In 1401 this Nicholas 
was with Lady Bassett at Richmond and appears to have gained 
considerable influence in her service. In 1404 he was sent by the king 
to bring to London, his enemies who had been captured at Derte-
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mouth 'so the Icing may communicate with them about the doing, 
purpose and endeavour of his other enemies beyond the seas'. 
· When Sir Roger Hillary, the Chief Justice, died in 1356 he held 
Aldridge from Isabel de Stapleton for the annual rent of three 
shillings, two barbed arrowheads and a pair of gloves. His residence 
was at Bescot but he could seldom have been present there, for apart 
from his duties as Justice, which took him all over England, he was 
also a member of the Black Prince's Council. He could have given 
little time to Aldridge, which he probably held only just before his 
death. He was followed by his son, another Roger, who appeared 
in many lawsuits, fought with the King's army in France, but appears 
to have made no impression on Aldridge history. 

The Hillarys probably introduced Roger de Elyngton to Aldridge 
as rector, yet they did not hold the advowson of the church. Roger 
de Elyngton certainly had close ties with them-he was an executor 
of the will of the Chief Justice, and it has been claimed that he was 
originally a clerk in the Court of Common Pleas. He appeared as 
plaintiff in an action when he sued two men for stealing his horse, 
worth twenty shillings, other goods worth one hundred shillings 
and with beating his servant so that he lost his services for a long time. 
He must have been a man of some substance, for he built the Chapel 
of the Blessed Peter in Aldridge church and endowed it for a chaplain 
to say prayers daily for the good of himself, Roger Hillary and 
others, and for their souls after death. 

Meanwhile Rushall held by the de Boweles family. Sir Hugo 
de Boweles (a member of Henry III's household) had secured the 
manor by marriage and was succeeded by his son, grandson and 
great grandson, all of whom bore the christian name William. Th 
last William died of the Black Death. His widow married Willia 
Coleson of Walsall, whilst his daughter married first John Hewet 0£ 
Walsall and later Robert Grobbere. These families were closely con 
nected with the disastrous events of 1362, when a number of men came 

to Walsall armed and arrayed in a warlike manner and besieged the vill by night 
and by day and had entered the town and broken open the houses ofJohn Fleccher::, 
William Bole, Henry Leverick and many others and had taken divers goods an 
chattels from them viz. linen and woollen cloths, bows and arrows and other ar 
to the value of one hundred shillings and had afterwards broken into the smithy o 
Robert Grubbere and taken divers goods and instruments ... to the value of £zo. 
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They were also alleged to have killed Richard Colesone, then bailiff 
of Walsall, John le Grubbere of Walsall, Robert Ruwet and John 
Ruwet. 

William, the son of Robert Grobbere and the grandson of the 
last William de Boweles, appears to have been a trusting soul. 
When he went with the king to France he handed over his property 
to his friends Hugh de Erdeswick, Thomas Griffm and Richard 
Horborne, on condition that they should return the property to him 
when requested. On his return from France they refused to do this, 
so that William had to petition the Chancellor (John Kemps, Arch-
bishop of York) to assist him as he had no redress at Common Law. 
His petition appears to have succeeded as his daughter Eleanor and 
her husband John Harper eventually entered into the property. 

John Harper was a man to be reckoned with; he was a Justice of 
the Peace as well as lord of the manor of Rushall, and secured a great 
deal of local power. In 1446 he secured letters patent ratifying his 
right to hold a view of frankpledge twice annually for Rushall and 
Goscote, together with the right of waifs and strays in Rushall, even 
if the previous lords of the manor had failed to uphold these privi-
leges. He was concerned in many lawsuits for land and sued many 
people for debts. Frequently local residents were accused of pasturing 
cattle on his land, which suggests that he may have made some new 
enclosures. In 1446 he was excused from serving on assizes, juries, 
inquisitions, etc., and from holding certain offices. A list was also 
made of various articles which no buyer or purveyor of the king's 
household could requisition within his manor. The list gives an 
insight into the husbandry of those times and includes corn, rye, 
barley, malt, beans, peas, oats, hay, wood, coals, carts or other 
carriages, litter, straw, horses, oxen, cows, sheep, calves, swine, fish, 
rabbits, pheasants, partridges, cocks, hens, capons, chickens, geese or 
other fowls. Although he was very active as a Justice several of those 
brought before him escaped because of faulty indictments; though 
this may indicate bribery in high places rather than incompetence on 
his part: the Dean of Tamworth had ravished Elizabeth Wright, 
but escaped because it was not stated in what county the offence had 
been committed, whilst Richard Hopkys had the outlawry of his 
father annulled as the process of outlawry did not name the court 
at which he had been exacted. 
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If most of what we know of the lords of the manor is based on 
legal cases, the same is true of the ordinary people. At first they were 
placed in groups or tithings under a tithing man, the group being 
responsible for the good behaviour of each member. If one com-
mitted an offence the others had to produce him for judgment. 
In r 18 5 the tithing of Hubert of Barr was fined one mark because 
two members had transgressed and the others had failed to produce 
them; the missing Adam and William had presumably taken to the 
greenwood. Usually if men fled from justice they were declared to 
be outlaws and their property was forfeited to the crown. In l l 87 
the sheriff had to pay six shillings and ninepence and eight shillings 
and twopence in respect of the property of Richard and Ordricus, 
both of Barr, who had been outlawed. 

Justice could be both swift and crude. In 1272 Matilda of Rowley 
accused a number of men, including Richard, son of Jordan of Barr, 
of murdering her husband, Robert. It was found that Robert was 
a common robber who had killed an accomplice at Walsall and when 
the accused tried to apprehend him, he defended himself and fled. 
As he had refused to stand for the king's peace, it was held that the 
accused had justly killed him. 

Apparently witnesses were often dishonest. In 1293 William de 
Alrewych was a member of a jury investigating whether twenty 
men were 'common maintainers of false procurers in the King's 
Court, County and Hundred Courts, taking money from both sides 
by which truth and justice are stifled'. Half of the accused were 
found to be guilty. 

To serve a powerful lord would give considerable protection. 
In 1259, when the powerful Roger de Somery proceeded against the 
insignificant Robert of Pelsall for forcibly abducting one of his 
villeins from Sedgley, the sheriff returned that he could not find 
Robert who apparently had taken shelter under the wing of Ralph 
Bassett at Drayton. 

Later the lords put their men in livery; this was illegal, aS' William 
de Bermingham found after he had issued green and white cloth to 
John Hawardyn of Aldridge, carpenter; William Blunhill of Great 
Barr, yeoman; and John de Gunston of Aldridge, yeoman; but 
William was eventually pardoned by the king (Henry V). 

Powerful men like William de Bermingham caused much unrest 
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in the district, especially when engaged in a private war of their own, 
as when Ralph Basset of Drayton was fighting Philip Marmion of 
Tamworth. Aldridge men on the whole, seem to have avoided being 
dragged into these quarrels. Some Rushall men were involved 
though in the case of William de Parles of Handsworth. William 
was first in trouble when he borrowed £ 120 from Sampson, son of 
Sampson, the Jew. As a Jew could not take legal action to recover the 
debt, Sampson sold the debt to Roger de Somery of Dudley Castle, 
who seized the manor of Handsworth. Later Geoffrey of Rushall 
with thirty-eight others was sued by William for cutting wood at 
Handsworth to the value of £60. Geoffrey and the others produced 
a deed signed by William which gave them permission to do so. 
William retorted that at the time the deed was executed he was in the 
prison of Roger de Somery under duress. Eventually William de 
Parles was hanged for felony (c. 1271). 

There were also eight Rushall men amongst the thirty-four who 
were accused of besieging Dudley Castle (1329) for two days, 
shooting arrows and casting stones into it and stealing goods from 
nearby houses. It was alleged that they were paid threepence per day 
to insult and besiege the castle. 

The violence of the times can be seen from the local murders. 
In 1293 Richard le Clerk was murdered at Great Barr. Adam Toilet 
killed the miller of Little Barr in 1299· The Gaol delivery of 1303 
shows that William le Fremon of Barr had been killed by men from 
the Tamworth district. In 1321, 'Andrew de Folleshull, chaplain, 
conducted two strange men whose names are unknown, in order to 
kill a strange woman, and they killed her upon the Colefield of Great 
Barr, recently, by the knowledge and· consent of Andrew'. At this 
time a gang under Roger de Swynnerton were terrorising the 
district. 'i'\.mongst many other misdeeds, they stole two pigs from 
William Cook of Pelsall and pursued Robert de Essington, who was 
forced to fly to Rushall Hall for refuge, which was then besieged, 
and arrows were shot over the gate. Eventually a special inquiry 
was made into the 'illicit assemblies, depredations, burnings and 
other damages' (1326). 

The tax returns show that the population here was still very small. 
In 1327, Edward III, to meet the expense of the Scottish war, taxed 
all persons whose movable property, exclusive of armour, jewels, 



32 MEN OF ALDRIDGE 

plate and tools, was worth ten shillings. At Aldridge, fifteen men 
paid £1 8s. 3d.; at Great Barr, Sir Robert de Stapleton and seven-
teen others paid £2 19s. 9d., and William de Boweles with ten men 
from Rushall paid £ l rns. od. The Walsall and Wolverhampton 
figures were £2 ns. 5*d. and £3 6s. 3d. respectively. Did the large 
sum from Great Barr reflect the keenness of Sir Robert de Stapleton, 
for the sums due were assessed locally ? More informative is the 
Poll Tax raised in 1379 by Richard II. This is the tax that helped to 
spark offWat Tyler's rebellion. At this time William and Elizabeth 
Coleson were temporarily holding the manor of Great Barr by virtue 
of an agreement made with Sir John de Bermingham in 1378. From 
the returns, the adult population of Great Barr is found to have been 
as follows: 

18 married men (William Coleson, 14 farmers, 2 servants and 
l labourer); 

2 widowers (both farmers); 
17 other men (1 farmer, l labourer, IO servants and 5 others); 
18 married women (the wives of the 18 married men as above); 
l widow; 
18 other women (including 14 described as servants). 

The term 'servant' appears to have been applied to adult children 
living with, and presumably serving, their parents. 

The list gives no indication of any industry other than agriculture 
which was on the Open Field system, for charters make reference to 
'selions' or strips. A charter of 1327 for example refers to four selions 
of land in Great Barr lying between the lane leading to the house of 
Henry the Beadle and the land of Robert the Shepherd. Other 
charters refer to 'closes' or enclosed fields so that in the fourteenth 
century both types existed side by side. There were many cases of 
trespass and of destruction of corn and grass, whilst cattle thieving 
was not uncommon. In 1423 the Millward ofRushall was accused of 
killing a calf and twenty sheep, as well as beating the owner. Again 
in 1436 Thomas Sprotte claimed ten cows and eleven oxen had been 
stolen from Shelfield, whilst William Hexstalle claimed in 143 8 that 
12 oxen had been stolen from his close at Great Barr. 

The villagers frequently took the law into their own hands. 
When Thomas Jenkins, in 1473, considered that certain land at Great 
Barr should belong to him and not to William Frebody, he gathered 
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his friends, broke into the property and, in the words of William 
Frebody, 'so instilled the fear of death and mutilation in the tenants 
there, that they gave up their holdings', and he, William, lost their 
rents. 

Drovers were a common cause of complaint, as they walked their 
animals to and from fairs and markets. The animals would feed on 
the wayside and commons as they passed. Occasionally the drovers 
broke into doses as when Thomas Griswold and Richard Constan-
tyne of Solihull broke into the dose of Henry Squyer at Great Barr 
(1432). In this case the drovers are said to have been armed, no 
doubt to discourage interference by the local inhabitants. 

With the open commons, cattle strayed from one village to 
another, where they would be impounded in the pinfold until a fine 
was paid for their release, unless the owner illegally 'rescued' them. 
Such a rescue was effected in 1420 by Thomas Walstewode of Barr, 
though in this case the cattle had not strayed but had been impounded 
for non-payment of services and customs due. 

There was also much poaching. Roger Stockley sued William 
Corveser, chaplain, of Walsall, and Thomas Aleyn of Aldridge, for 
stealing fish from his stew at Aldridge to the value of £20 (1467). 
On another occasion (1405) William Walsall accused John and 
Robert Reynolds with William atte Hurst of taking one hundred 
rabbits from his land at Rushall. 

Trees were regarded as a source of wealth and the forest laws 
against their destruction appear to have been soon relaxed. In 1293 
William de Boweles of Rushall sued Henry of Wednesfield for 
destruction in a wood which he rented. Henry was said to have 
pulled down a house worth twenty shillings, cut down forty ash 
trees worth threepence each, and ten pear trees worth twopence each. 

Many cases refer to 'barkers'; oak bark may have been used for 
tanning. In 1451 a consignment of red wine belonging to Humfrey, 
Duke of Buckingham, passed through Rushall, the carts halting 
there for the night before continuing the following morning. 
Thomas Wrasteler of Walsall, equipped himself with a hogshead, 
and going to the carts after dark, filled the hogshead and took it 
home. He was accused of this crime and with also having slain (on a 
different occasion) a man with a handbill. He escaped by producing 
a pardon from the king. In the different documents referring to his 
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misdeeds, he is called 'Yeoman', 'Barker', and 'Tanner'. Again, in 
143 l, John Harper sued a Rushall labourer and two Walsall 'barkers' 
for cutting down eighty of his oak trees and stripping them of bark 
worth one hundred shillings. 

Charcoal burning must have been extensive from the fourteenth 
century onwards. The 'Colefield' where the burning was done, 
stretched from the summit of Barr Beacon across to Sutton. It was a 
lawless district where many crimes were committed. It was some-
times called 'Sutton Colefield' and sometimes the 'Colefield of Great 
Barr'. It is quite common to find on maps as late as the eighteenth 
century Barr Beacon and Barr Common marked as 'Sutton Cole-
field'. Reference has already been made to one of the murders that 
was committed there, but the case which best shows the size of the 
industry was when Elias the Collier (i.e., charcoal dealer, for charcoal 
was usually called 'cole' and what we know as 'coal' was called 
'seacole') of London was robbed of £200 on the Colefield of Great 
Barr in 1320. 

Charcoal was needed for the growing metal industries. In the 
fifteenth century these were developing rapidly and the trade was 
ceasing to be purely local. William Smyth, 'smith of Great Barr', 
obtained a pardon (1469) after being outlawed for a debt of £100 due 
to Hugh Draper of Coventry. Similar pardons were granted to 
Robert Shellefelle of Walsall for £10 due to Robert Tentyrden of 
London (1413); Camme of Walsall for one hundred and two 
shillings due to Thomas Gilmyn of Gloucester (1423, Camme being 
described as a 'chapman), and Richard Lowe of Walsall 'gentilman 
or chapman' for forty-seven marks due to John Gryffyth and forty 
shillings due to Isabella Sutton of London. 

Robert Shellefelle or Shelfield appears to have been an ironmonger 
who travelled the country in search of trade. In 1407 he was proceed-
ing against an innkeeper of Stratford on Avon contending that he 
had been robbed whilst lodged at his inn. The innkeeper claimed that 
the door to Robert's room had been fitted with an honest lock and 
key, but that Robert had admitted some friends to his room when 
they arrived at the inn later, and that as it must have been his friends 
who robbed him so Robert had only himself to blame. 

The roads locally were so insecure that in 1401 a special commission 
was sent by the crown 
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to inquire into the report that certain evildoers, scheming to hinder the king's 
lieges, merchants and others going by roads and highways ... to the markets of 
Colleshull, Birmyngham, W alshale, and Duddeley in the counties of Worcester 
and Warwick, from buying and selling corn, victuals and other necessaries, there 
assembled in divers conventicles, and veiling their faces with masks, with garments 
turned in the manner of torturers, and carrying machines called 'gladqieres' and 
other instruments, lay in ambush and assaulted the king's lieges going to and from 
the markets and put them and their horses to flight so that the women and children 
riding on the horses, with sacks filled with corn fell off, and some died, and some 
were injured, and cut the sacks and scattered the corn along the roads. 
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CHAPTER V 

TUDOR TIMES 

THE TUDOR PERIOD is often regarded as one of rural 
depopulation, when arable was turned to pasture, and many who 
would have worked on the land had to find alternative employment. 
The generalisation is only partly true for this district. Pasture land 
certainly increased in proportion to arable, as can be seen from a study 
ofland transfers. By adding the acreage of the different types ofland 
which changed ownership, ignoring transfers where the acreage is 
not given, or where the bulk of the land was probably not in the 
four villages, the following figures have been arrived at. 

Area in Acres 
Period Arable Meadow Pasture 

Before 1500 290 92 28 
1500-1550 610 83 568 
1551-1575 l,789 575 l,978 
1576-1600 l,202 614 2,368 

These figures, taken from chartularies and published extracts of 
Final Concords, are not fully satisfactory, for the acreage involved 
in many of the early transfers is not known; land described as 
waste, furze, wood, heath or moor has been ignored. 

The increase in pasture probably represents an increasing use of 
land previously left waste, especially after 1550, when the population 
also increased. The Great Barr figures for the Poll Tax of 1379 have 
already been given, showing a maximum of forty families resident ., 
there. A return of l 563 shows thirty-two families then living at 
Aldridge, fourteen at Pelsall, forty-three at Great Barr and twenty-
six at Rushall. The Hearth Tax return of 1666 shows at Aldridge 
sixty-two households paid, whilst thirty-one were exempt; Pelsall 
thirty-five paid and fifteen exempt; Great Barr sixty-five paid and 
fifteen exempt, and at Rushall thirty-nine paid and nine were 
exempt. The population had doubled, and despite some industry, 
could only have been supported by bringing more land into use. 
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A picture of one day in the life of one of the small local farmers is 
given in the Staffordshire Quarter Session Rolls. Thomas Carm of 
Walsall Wood was taken before Edward Leigh at Rushall (24th 
October, 1598) and accused of having stolen a mare. Edward Leigh 
recorded that Carm 

saith that vppon thursdaie was x wickes beinge the xvijth of Auguste he was 
carringe of his haye halfe yt daye and ij dayes before, and spent the rest of the daye 
in layinge vp of his haye havinge the helpe of his mother and bodens maied, never 
going out of his howse till the next morninge nor havinge any bodie in or about his 
howse to his knowledge but the parties aforesaid all that tyme. He further saith 
that he never counselled Lyetes boye to tye his mares in any place but duringe the 
tyme he rought with him, he holpe him to tye them neare his howse where he had 
come sowed. 

And lyhwaies saith that he mowed with Thomas Boden at Aldridge in Branthill 
feilde till it was about noune (at wch tyme hit rayned and bodens mayed came 
thether to rake grasse wth whome he went to Aldridge where he bought some 
bred at Rich. Rocketh and then went whome to his owne howse beinge not past 
a quarter of an hower past noune, and said that Bodens maied was the first that 
tould him that Lyetes mare was gone, and his mother at his comminge whome the 
seconde as he remembreth. 

And further saith that he stayed but the eatinge of a little meate at home, and then 
went to seeke sertaine sheepe that he missed and founde them in the hollyes nere to 
deepemore beyonde the ground that is now soed in walsall wode on the left hand 
Lytchfeilde waye about two fleete shoote from Steven Bedders howse, stayed not 
there but brought his sheepe presentlye awaye nor mett nor se anybodye eyther 
goinge or comminge but William Geninges wife (wch was reapinge of Barlye) 
then comminge whome he stayed somme tyme there mowinge grasse in his crofte 
at home, and then gave over mowinge about fowre or fyve of ye clocke (at wch 
tyme he went to goodman Lyetes howse) to knowe whether he had harde of his 
mare or not, And saith tl1at all that tyme of his beinge at home he neyther went to 
anye bodye or place or had any bodye in his howse that daye or the daye before. 

And further saith yt he never shifted him selfe all that daye but ware the same 
apparel! that he put on the mominge wch apparel! he vsuallye wrought in all 
sommer. 

Another deposition from a Rushall yeoman shows hawking was 
still popular. He contended when questioned, that on December 
23rd, 1598 he was out hawking from noon until 6 p.m. 

Bad harvests still caused food prices to soar, although the Justices at 
at the Quarter Sessions did their best to prevent this. In l 596, to 
cheapen corn, maltsters were prohibited from buying barley; ale 
was not to be sold at less than 2d. per gallon ; and licensed corn-
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dealers were not to buy corn in the County. Brewing and selling ale 
was a common device to swell the family income, but in theory all 
had to apply to the Justices for a license, when sureties for good 
behaviour were taken, and a promise made that unlawful games like 
dice, cards, tennis, bowls, quoits, etc., would not be permitted. 
If the five licensees in Aldridge were not unduly troubled about 
closing hours they had other difficulties to contend with. 

In 16th century documents there is little mention of charcoal 
burning, but land transfers often refer to furze and heath, which 
were seldom mentioned earlier. The burning probably had not 
completely stopped, for in 1591, when Robert Hewes, late of Great 
Barr, was hanged for an unspecified offence, he was described as a 
'collier'. There is still mention too of some trees and woods so that 
they had not all been destroyed, though the burners had cleared a 
large stretch of countryside. Much of this open land was common, 
belonging in theory to the lord of the manor, but with the villagers 
having rights there, though they had to pay a small fine to the manor 
court for exercising such rights as temporarily enclosing a portion 
and cultivating it, or digging turf. Unfortunately, the manor court 
rolls for the sixteenth century have not survived, but early in the 
following century there was a dispute between the lords of the 
manors and details from some of the rolls were entered in a notebook 
which is now in the William Salt Library at Stafford. The manor 
of Great Barr and Aldridge included the waste land (Barr Common) 
on the eastern slope of Barr Beacon stretching north to the open 
fields of Aldridge; the boundary between the manors was roughly 
what is now called Knight's Hill and Daniel' s Lane. Aldridge men 
were often in trouble for using this waste, for cutting holly there, 
digging turf and ploughing. Eventually the Great Barr manor court 
decided that anyone who did not live at Great Barr, but who 
ploughed on the waste should be heavily fined-three shillings and 
fourpence for every day's work, whereas a resident in Great Barr 
committing the same offence should be fined but sixpence, or if he 
had first obtained permission, fivepence. It is doubtful if these fees 
were long exacted for two hundred years later Aldridge men had 
established definite rights upon Barr Common. The penalty for a 
similar offence on Drewood Heath in the manor of Aldridge was 
twopence for a resident and fourpence for non-residents. 
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The clearing of trees would enable Barr Beacon to be used as a 
beacon and one may well have been fired there on the approach of 
the Armada. It is not until well in the next century that the hill is 
referred to in documents as Barr 'Beacon' but the fact that the 
Scotts then adopted the beacon as a crest suggests that the use of the 
hill for this purpose was well established. 

Throughout Tudor times there was fear of invasion. In 1539 
Henry VIII caused lists to be drawn up of all available men and 
weapons. The list for Great Barr and Aldridge gives six bowmen 
without horse or armour, thirty-four footmen armed mainly with 
bills (poles up to eighteen feet in length, topped with a spearhead and 
hook, suitable for dragging riders from their horses) and fourteen 
horsemen with various arms. Of the horsemen, Thomas Chilteme 
had a bow, Thomas Cooper a steel cap and bill, whilst William Booth 
had a bill, steel cap with protection for face and neck, a padded 
leather doublet and protection for the arms. At Pelsall there were but 
one horseman (with a bill) and four footmen. 

William Booth was clearly an important man, but he is one about 
whom we know very little indeed. He was not lord of the manor, 
for the manor of Great Barr and Aldridge had passed from the 
Bermingham family, half going to the Longviles of Wolverton, 
and half to the Lords Ferrers and on to the Earl of Essex, who in 
turn sold his rights to William Barrol, who sold them to Robert 
Stamford of London. The Stamfords came to live at nearby Perry 
Hall. Nevertheless, the Booths (a Cheshire family) held much land at 
Great Barr. In 1516 they figured in a case which was heard before 
the new court-Star Chamber. It involved the ownership of a 
hundred acre farm at Great Barr. Kateryn Boothe had leased the 
farm for the duration of her life to Comysshe and Elyn Cooke, who 
in turn leased it to Martin Ardem. When Kateryn died, Martin 
secured a new lease from her heir, Sir William Boothe. After being 
in possession for seventeen years, Martin was forcibly evicted by 
Edward Willoughby, who claimed to have bought right to the farm 
from Comysshe Cooke. He came to the farm, Heygate, with about 
twenty-two men, armed with bows, arrows, swords, bucklers and 
bills. Martin went to law and was reinstated, only for his tenant to 
be again driven out by Edward Willoughby, who threatened to kill 
Martin. Consequently Martin appealed to Star Chamber. Edward 
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Willoughby disputed the terms of the lease from Kateryn, and 
included an accusation that Cornysshe had secured Kateryn' s seal for 
another purpose and while he had it, made out a lease for the farm to 
himself, and affixed her seal. Witnesses were produced to dispute 
this. Some claimed to have remembered the lease-making because 
afterwards they 'had as good a dinner at Heygate as ever they had'. 
Apparently it paid to be generous at leasemakings. 

The period was also one of religious upheaval. By this time the 
Presbyterian Leighs were firmly ensconced in Rushall Hall, having 
married into the Harper family. They no doubt saw to it that the 
vicars of Rushall were congenial to their views. One vicar, Robert 
Moore, in his anxiety to make sure that his parishioners did not 
believe in transubstantiation or worship the sacrament, refused to 
administer it to them kneeling. As a result, he was summoned 
before the Quarter Sessions for administering the sacrament 'in 
form other than appointed in the Book of Common Prayer, contrary 
to the form of Statute.' 

Before this, the chantries as well as the monasteries had been 
dissolved. During the Middle Ages much land had been given to 
different churches to maintain a light before the altar, or a priest to 
pray for the donor's soul. The chantry Roger Elyngton founded is a 
case in point. These lands were now confiscated by the crown and 
sold in national blocks. One of these blocks was bought by John 
Perryent and Thomas Reeve for £3,875 ros. Together with 
much land in other parts of the kingdom they received, 

. . . a close of pasture ... and a croft ... in Barre Staffs. which belonged to the 
late guild ofW alsall, Staffs, two closes of pasture ... in Rushall ... which belonged 
to the chantry in Walsall founded by Roger Hillary, Knight; the three cottages and 
one garden ... in the parish of Aldriche Staffs. given to anniversaries in the church 
there; the late chapel of Barre in the said parish of Aldriche, and the walls, stone, 
timber, glass, iron and roofing and the graveyard of the same ... a plot or a parcel 
of moor called Strede Moore (one and a half acres) in tenure of Richard Newman 
given to a lamp in the said chapel of Barre ... 

The Chapel of Barr had evidently been classed as a chantry and 
hence the sale. This was soon changed, however, and it came back 
into use as a Chapel-at-Ease of Aldridge. No doubt the inhabitants 
grumbled at the confiscations and admitted to no more land belong-
ing to the chantries than they could help. In 1583 the citizens of 
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Walsall sold to Edward Leigh, land which had been given to maintain 
an obit in Walsall Church-one wonders how they had managed to 
retain possession of the land until then. 

In l 5 52, the crown looking further afield, cast covetous eyes on 
valuable church equipment, and caused an inventory of all church 
goods to be compiled. At Aldridge was a silver chalice and plate, 
a copper cross, some vestments, a blue cope, three bells, a sanctus 
bell, a handbell, two altar cloths and a surplice. At Great Barr was 
only a little bell, a sanctus bell and a handbell, but a note was added 
that 'from Barre there was one bell stolne, by whom they know not'. 
The Rushall list included a chalice of silver with paten, a cope of 
green silk, two vestments (one of green silk and one of white satin), 
two crosses of wood (one laid on with brass), a lead cruet, a cloth 
with a case of red velvet, two brass chanopers, one surplice, two bells 
and a little bell. At Pelsall were two bells, a silver chalice with paten, 
some vestments and a cope. 

In 1604, John Scott (Rector of Aldridge l575-I622) was described 
as being a good lawyer but no preacher, the curate at Pelsall also did 
not preach, but the Vicar of Rushall, Lawrence Bayley, did. The 
clergy often farmed their glebes themselves. When Edward K yn-
naston, vicar ofRushall, died in I598 he was possessed of: 

One mare £4 os. od. 
One three year old filly £I I3S. 4d. 
One cow £2 os. od. 
One pig ... 3s. 4d. 
Eighteen sheep at 4 /- each £3 I2s. od. 
Four sheep at 3 /- each 12s. od. 
Com £I 8s. 6d. 
Hay £I 4s. 4d. 
One saddle and furniture 3s. od. 
One horse lock & pair fetters IS. od. 
One pack saddle . . . Is. 4d. 
One pitchfork & iron mark Is. od. 
One 'Troule'? 4s. od. 
Household Stuff £2 7s. 6d. 
Books £5 os. od. 
Apparel . . . £ 7 7s. 4d. 
Debts due to him £55 os. od. 
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The Quarter Sessions Rolls give intimate glimpses of life here. 
Francis and Arthur Yoxall were brothers, Francis being the village 
blacksmith and Arthur the servant of Robert Gorwey of Coppy 
Hall, who also had a house at Shelfield. One evening Arthur threw 
a quantity of bedding out of one of the windows of the house at 
Shelfield, and then hid it in a barn. One Sunday, a little later, he told 
Francis about this whilst they were travelling together to Wyrley 
Wake. At that time they tore one of the blankets, thinking that when 
dyed it would make a jerkin. Arthur also stole from his master a 
number of cheeses, a quantity of barley and some farm implements 
which had been left in a field. Francis received most of these goods. 
They were both tried and found guilty, both pleaded benefit of 
clergy as they could read, and were duly branded. 

Throughout the period the Justices of the Peace had been becoming 
more and more important. Robert Stamford, of Perry Hall, lord of a 
moiety of the manor of Great Barr and Aldridge, and Edward Leigh 
of Rushall Hall, were very active, hearing many cases ranging from 
theft to disputes over land, and from fixing standard wages within the 
County to dealing with the upkeep of illegitimate children and the 
punishment of their parents. Edward Leigh could be very severe on 
these latter. In 1601 he ordered John Sabin to sit in the stocks at 
Walsall for three hours on a Sunday afternoon, whilst the mother, 
Alice Godwin, was to do the same after her churching. In 1599, he 
ordered a reputed father, Robert Hopkis, to be whipped publicly 
in the market place at Wolverhampton and to then pay the mother 
eightpence per week for the next four years. These Justices were not 
the only local worthies to be hardworked by the crown. Less 
powerful men like John Jorden and Robert Gorwey of Aldridge, 
or William Scott of Great Barr, were constantly called on as jurors, 
while to more humble men fell such posts as constable. The lot of 
the constable was far from enviable unless he was of powerful 
physique, especially when he had to deal with people like Edward 
Stookes of Pelsall. In 1600, six inhabitants of Pelsall were petitioning 
the Quarter Sessions. They alleged that Edward stole from orchards 
and that when one owner challenged him, he threw stones at him 
and 'maimed and hurt him so that he is not able to go without 
crutches'. Edward was also accused of threatening to kill a servant 
boy, of fighting with another servant and killing his master's horse 
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with a knife, throwing stones at yet another man, breaking the walls 
and windows of the house in which he had taken refuge and breaking 
the boughs of his apple trees. Finally, the petitioners said, he often 
ran with 'a naked knife, putting people in fear of their lives'. 

Meanwhile the industries which were springing up during the 
Middle Ages continued to grow. At first these were in small metal 
working smithies like those at Walsall described by Leland. There 
was not a clear distinction between agriculture and manufacture. 
When Adam Persehouse (alias Parkes) of Dudley made his will in 
1577 he left to his sons, Richard and John, his 'smethies in Aldriche 
with all implements and woodes', but the other items in his will 
included 'one cowe and six shepe' to Marie Askew and one heifer 
each to Eleanor Askew and George Hopkes. Documents of the 
period refer to George Hollyes of Aldridge, Stirropmaker; John 
Harrison of Aldridge, salter; Thomas Sutton ofRushall, hiltmaker; 
Edward Sedgewicke of Barr, nailer; Philip Birde of Great Barr, 
bucklemaker; and Robert Chamberlayne of Aldridge, wheel-
wright and alehouse keeper. The trade in lime was also developing 
for in 1590, Nicholas Pulton of Rushall was fined for selling forty 
strikes of lime at the lime pit in Rushall, each strike being 'less than 
the English standard by half'. 

Robert Stamford, lord of Great Barr and Aldridge, together with 
his neighbour and fellow justice, Humfrey Wyrley, were closely 
connected with industrial development. Together they waged a 
feud with the Parkes or Persehouses who were rival manufacturers. 
The course of the feud can be seen from the following details, 
summarising entries on the Quarter Session Rolls for 1597. 

June 15th The Stafford Justices were ordered to return indictments concerning 
trespasses and contempts by Robert Stamford and others. 

July 8th T. Parkes and Richard Parkes of Wednesbury with Ralph Willys and 
Edward Ashemore of Perry Barr, broke into the furnace mill ofR. Stamford 
and H. Wyrley and expelled William Whorwood who rented it. 

July 14th R Stamford, W. Whorwood and about twenty others broke into the 
mill forge of Thomas Parkes at Handsworth and assaulted his servant there. 
They also broke into the "furnace for melting and casting iron" at Perry Barr 
expelling another servant, broke into the house of Richard Tomkys and assaulted 
Edward Ashemore, whilst at Handsworth they seized the goods of Thomas 
Parkes which they took away with them on a cart pulled by oxen belonging to 
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William Whorwood. The goods included 1,ooolbs bar iron, 1,5oolbs bar iron 
in 37 pieces, a pair of "chaferie bellows", two pair of"fynerie bellows", seven 
tongs, three chisels, one great forge hammer etc. 

July 16 T. Parkes was expelled from the forge he rented at Wednesbury. 
July 18th Supporters ofT. Parkes expelled William Whorwood from a smithy he 

rented at Wednesbury. 
July 19th Supporters of Parkes broke into the iron mill of William Whorwood at 

Perry Barr. 
August 13th. All parties bound over. 

So much for the behaviour of the lord of the manor and the local 
Justices. 

A Statute of 1562 prohibited anyone from following an established 
trade, unless he first served an apprenticeship. Anyone informing of 
an offender could, for his services, claim half of the resulting fine. 
Thus in l 594 Edward Ashemore informed against Edward Sudgwicke 
of Barr, who was carrying on the craft of nailer, and was entitled to 
half of the fine, £24. Often however the small craftsmen stood 
together, as when a smith, three nailers and a bucklemaker joined to 
assault William and Edward Smallwood of Great Barr in 1602; or 
when John Stone of Walsall, having been arrested by the bailiffs, 
was rescued by his wife, a servant, three lorimers, two carriers, and a 
bucklemaker. 

Industry continued to grow during the seventeenth century. 
When Dr. Plot wrote his Natural History of Staffordshire he described 
how lime was made at Rushall. It was quarried by knocking in iron 
wedges, using great sledgehammers. The stone was then prised up 
with long levers equipped with rings for the feet of the workmen. 
The pieces of limestone so obtained weighed up to 150 lbs. each, 
and often heat was needed to break the stone up. Pits were then made 
about seven yards long, three yards wide, and two yards in depth. 
The bottom was lined with wood or gorse and alternate layers of 
coal and limestone placed on top. The top of the pit was sealed off 
with a mortar made from slaked lime. In about a week, the gradual 
burning of the coal reduced the stone to lime. 

Dr. Plot also described how iron was made at Rushall. There 
high-grade ironstone was found in round honeycombed nodules 
often filled with a liquor 'of a sweet sharp taste, very cold and 
cuting' but which the workmen drank greedily. The ore was 
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smelted, using charcoal, at the furnace which stood on the land of 
Henry Leigh. The bellows of the furnace probably were worked by a 
water wheel. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE CIVIL WAR 

THE POLITICAL TROUBLES of the Stuarts were not without 
significance for Aldridge people, though the attempt in 1605 to 
blow up both Houses of Parliament, together with the king, does 
not seem to have disturbed the even tenor of village life, save that 
later it served as an excuse for rejoicing and ringing the church bells, 
causing the churchwardens to pay special' bills to the ringers for their 
services on November 5th of each year. Powder Plot did cause 
some trouble to Edward Leigh, who, four days after the event, was 
busily engaged at Rushall Hall in writing to the Council at London, 
giving details of the conspirators who had fled to Holbeach House, 
near Kingswinford. Q_n December 5th of the same year he sent 
Timothy Hayes, scholar of Douay, to the Council with details of 
speeches Timothy had made in Walsall about the power of the Pope, 
as Supreme Head of the Church, to depose the King. 

On his coronation, Charles I, like others before him, called on all 
whose property exceeded a certain value, to come forward and be 
dubbed knight. A knighthood was an expensive matter, so that 
many preferred to pay a fine rather than claim the honour. As 
Charles' real object was to raise money, he was only too pleased 
that this should be arranged. At Great Barr, William Scott the elder 
and John Scott senior each paid a fine of £10 to escape. Similar 
fines were paid by William Scott junior, John Jordan junior, John 
Jordan senior, all of Aldridge, and Henry W orsey of Rushall, but 
William Stamford, lord of Great Barr and Aldridge, had to pay £20. 
These payments bear evidence of the growing importance of the Scott 
and Jordan families, both having long lived here as small farmers. 
Now new family fortunes were amassing. In 1629 John Jordan, with 
John Brandreth of Weeford, was even able to purchase the manor 
from the Mountfords, and the following year he bought Brandreth' s 
share also. The Scotts had a little longer to wait, but soon after the 
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Civil War they in turn secured a moiety of the manor of Great Barr. 
Meanwhile, Charles I was pursuing his disastrous course, raising 

taxes as he could and eventually imposing 'Ship Money', which in 
I636 amounted to £I8 for Barr and Aldridge, and £10 Is. 8d. for 
Rushall and Goscote, whilst Pelsall escaped with £5 15s. 2d. These 
sums should be compared with the £32 which Walsall was called on 
to pay. Tempers were rising and factions were forming. Edward 
Leigh, eventually Member of Parliament for Stafford (1645) was 
staunchly Presbyterian and for Parliament. The Stamfords, who had 
Roman Catholic connections, were for the King, as were most of 
the other richer families, such as the Holtes of Aston Hall, the Lanes 
of Bentley and the Hawes of Caldmore. The Jordans and the Scotts • 
appear to have avoided the limelight and the part they played is not 
clear. Probably most people were indifferent and took the line most 
appropriate to their own interests when they were obliged to make 
any decision at all. Such was Richard Pretty, Rector of both 
Aldridge and Hampton-in-Arden. He was Rector of Aldridge 
long before the Civil War began; he does not appear to have 
been active in the Parliamentary cause for on April 3oth, 1644, 
the Committee at Stafford ordered him 'to lend money upon the 
propositions', which he did accordingly on June rnth of that year; 
he retained office during Cromwell's time, but as a pluralist he had to 
relinquish Hampton-in-Arden; he survived the Restoration and 
was still Rector of Aldridge on his death in 1682. The Registers 
in Aldridge church only date from 1660, the year of the Restoration. 
A note at the beginning of the earliest register suggests that the 
writer had an older register before him at that time, when he 
probably also copied from the older register the date of burial of two 
previous rectors. It almost suggests that the old register may have 
been destroyed deliberately. Was the older register in bad condition? 
Did the rector object to the entries made during the interregnum by 
the secular 'Register' ? Or was there some other reason ? 

The first excitement during the Civil War was probably in 
October, I642, when Charles with his army passed from Wolver-
hampton, through Walsall, to Aston, where he stayed with the 
Holtes. Tradition has it that the next day he reviewed his troops at 
K.ingstanding before passing on through 'malicious Birmingham', 
where his baggage was looted. 
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The order of events during the following year is not clear. Most 
likely Prince Rupert, in April, dealt savagely with the Parlia-
mentarian craftsmen of Birmingham, then passed through Rushall, 
en route to Lichfield. Edward Leigh had fortified the Hall for 
Parliament, but was away from home, serving on the County 
Committee. Prince Rupert attacked the Hall and soon gained it 
from Mrs. Leigh and the servants, to whom he granted quarter with 
credit. 

Colonel Lane was now installed at the Hall with a garrison of 
Royalists. From Rushall they raided the Parliamentarian baggage 
trains as they passed along the Watling Street and Chester Road. 
In one raid they claimed to have taken nine men at Cannock with 
sixty horses and fifty-five packs 'wherein were a pretty good store of 
powder and match'. Significantly, the Stafford Committee (Parlia-
mentarian) recorded on April 15th, 1644, 'that a letter be sent to the 
chiefe tradesmen in Manchester to forbeare sending any more packs 
for London until some order be taken for a safe convoy to secure 
them in theyr journey.' 

Later came the siege ofRushall Hall and its capture by the Parlia-
mentarian leader, Earl of Denbigh. This story has often been told 
(see especially S.H.C. 1910). Briefly, the Earl of Denbigh set out 
from Stafford on May 25th, 1644, with infantry, horses and cannons 
(two drakes, two sakers and 'ye Stafford great piece', which was 
affectionately known as 'Roaring Meg'). The main body of troops 
reached Bloxwich and remained there that night, Saturday, though 
some horse moved on and surrounded Rushall Hall. Sunday was 
spent at Walsall, but some infantry moved up to the Hall where an 
alarm was caused by a woman attempting to escape from the Hall 
to fetch help from Lichfield. On Monday a start was made to get the 
artillery into position for the attack, but the besieged managed to 
wound the officer supervising this so that the cannons were not in 
position until the following morning. The Parliamentarian forces 
needed food and supplies, so parties were sent out to scour the 
neighbourhood. As both sides probably took a periodical levy for 
the forces in the neighbourhood, this new demand was not welcome 
and threats had to be used. Meanwhile, scaling ladders and other 
apparatus were assembled for an assault on Tuesday. Tuesday, 
however, saw fresh delays for there was news of a large Royalist 
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force approaching Lichfield. A scouting force was sent out, and had 
a brush with the enemy, who made no attempt to come to Rushall. 
On Wednesday morning, the artillery opened fire on the Hall, and 
at nine a.m. there was a lull whilst the attackers called on the besieged 
to surrender. This was confidently refused and the firing was 
resumed until four p.m., by which time a large breach had been made 
in the walls. The defenders had also garrisoned the nearby church 
and peppered the attackers from the tower, until a cannon was 
trained on the steeple and part of the battlements shot down. The 
Earl of Denbigh called a council of war and it was decided to storm 
the Hall at night, but before then, the besieged asked for a parley. 
Denbigh stated his terms for surrender, which were refused, but on 
receiving from his officers, who had entered the Hall, a report on 
the strength of the defences, he modified his terms, which were then 
accepted. The garrison then marched out unarmed, and were given 
safe conduct to Lichfield, where Colonel Lane is reputed to have been 
ill-received by his cousin, Colonel Harvey Baggott, who deplored 
the surrender. When the Parliamentarians entered the Hall, they 
found there, in addition to gunpowder and provisions, one drake, 
one hundred muskets, twenty fowling pieces, six pair of pistols, one 
hundred and thirteen rolls of tobacco and one barrel of cut tobacco. 
A Captain Tuthill was installed as Governor and given power to 
exact a levy for the maintenance of his forces from Aldridge, Barr, 
Rushall, Walsall, Handsworth, Tipton, Willenhall and other com-
munities in the neighbourhood. The weekly levy from these places 
was found to be insufficient, so that on March roth, 1645, Captain 
Tuthill was given permission by the Stafford Committee to collect 
a special levy of £90 from eight named persons who probably had 
not actively supported the Parliamentarians, or perhaps they were 
recusants. They included John Harrison of Aldridge £6, Thomas 
Harrison of Aldridge £4,John Adcock of Nether Stonnall £10, and 
Humfrey Wyrley of Hamsted £20. When Sanders wrote his history 
of Shenstone he was able to record that the following receipt had 
been issued: 

Forasmuch as John Adcock, of Nether Stonnall, hath advanced upon the propo-
sition of Parliament the sum of £8 and hath paid the same into the receipt of this 
garrison ofRushall howse. Theis are therefore to command and charge all officers 
and soldiers under my command and request all other forces for king and parlia-
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ment, not to molest, vex, trouble, or offer any violence to the said John Adcock, 
nor to plunder, pillage or meddle with any of his goods or chattels, he, the said 
John still continuing a friend to king and parliament, and not doing or consenting 
to the doinge anything prejudicial to the kingdom and state. Given under my hand 
at the garrison of Rushall howse for king and parliament this 9 day of May 1645. 
Robert Tuthill. 
Despite the fact that they were fighting against the king, the Parlia-
mentarians always described their party as being for 'king and 
parliament'. One account book shows that Parliamentarian forces 
received a total of £272 IOs. nd. from Barr and Aldridge, 
£n7 os. od. from Rushall and Goscote, and £130 19s. 3d. from 
Pelsall. 

The Royalists were not content to allow Captain Tuthill to remain 
at Rushall, where he was probably as big a nuisance to them as 
Colonel Lane had been to their enemies. Rushall was sufficiently 
near the Royalist garrisons of Lichfield and Dudley to have consider-
able nuisance value. By 1644 things were going badly for the king 
and probably the local garrisons were not strong enough to make a 
direct assault on Rushall; instead they resorted to bribery. Francis 
Pitt (sometimes referred to as Thomas Pits) was a Wednesfield 
farmer, aged sixty-five. He was known to the garrison at Rushall 
Hall, having called there several times to pay the levy. His landlord 
was Colonel Leveson, who was now the Royalist commander at 
Dudley. Leveson offered Pitt free tenancy for seven years ifhe would 
help secure the surrender of Rushall Hall. By means of Pitt, 
Captain Tuthill was offered £2,000 to surrender. He appeared to 
accept and promised Pitt £loo of it for his services. He insisted that 
Leveson should first release some prisoners that he held. At eleven 
p.m. on September 9th Colonel Leveson rode out of Dudley with 
eighty men to take over Rushall Hall. On arrival there, they gave 
the password, but instead of the gates being opened for them, they 
were greeted with a volley from the waiting garrison. Captain 
Tuthill had played them false. Pitt was captured and sent to London 
for trial and being found guilty was hanged from a gibbet in Smith-
field. Tuthill also had to give a full account of the affair, apparently 
his own party mistrusted the part he had played, but he succeeded in 
satisfying · them of his loyalty. Before he died, Pitt described the 
garrison at Rushall Hall, and his description was included m a 
Roundhead pamphlet: 
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Now concerning my being in Garrison in Russell-Hall in Staffordshire, being 
urged by Master Smart, Minister of Gods Word, to deliver my opinion concerning 
them. For their profession, they do all professe God; but I never heard nor saw, so 
much swearing or drunkenesse, and other prophanations, as was in that place: For 
the Martiall of that place, he would swear and domineer, and was so discontented, 
as if he would cause the stones to flie out of the Walls. 

Presumably, the Marshall referred to was Captain Tuthill. 
Meanwhile, Edward Stamford, lord of Great Barr and Aldridge, 

fought on the king's side and as a result his estates were 'sequestrated'. 
His wife pleaded with the Stafford Committee that she was destitute, 
so the Committee agreed that she should remain at Perry Hall and 
should be allowed to receive one-fifth of the income from the 
estate, provided that she, like everyone else, made th« weekly contri-
bution for the maintenance of Parliamentarian troops in the county. 
The estate was administered on behalf of the Committee and Mrs. 
Stamford, by Mr. Erpe of Stonnall and Mr. Thomas Jorden of Perry 
Barr. Mrs. Stamford agreed to prevent any molestation of Mr. 
Erpe by the Royalists whilst the Committee were to protect Mr. 
Jorden from the Parliamentarian troops. Meanwhile, 'Lieutenant 
Colonell' Stamford, who had been captured by the Roundheads in 
1644, was confined in Eccleshall Castle. 

The end of the Civil War brought more troubles for Sir Edward 
Leigh. He personally was against the execution of the King, and so 
at the time of Pride's Purge, he was excluded from Parliament, to 
which he had been elected in 1645 as Member for Stafford, when the 
previously elected Royalist Members were disabled. He was 
temporarily imprisoned at the King's Head in the Strand, but was 
soon released, and in March, 1649 was sent to Munster as one of the 
three Commissioners. He returned to Parliament in March, 1660 
but retired from public life at the Restoration. Besides being a 
Member of Parliament, presbyterian, soldier and rebel, he was also 
theologian and author. His best known book was Critica Sacra, 
which was a standard reference book for many years. His most 
disappointing book, at least to the local historian, is his England 
Described, which adds nothing to our knowledge of this area, being 
merely a re-hash of what others had written earlier. The best 
remembered incident in his colourful career was trivial. In 1629 he 
played a game of bowls at Bloxwich before a crowd of onlookers. 
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By a law made during Henry VIII' s reign, bowls was an unlawful 
game and the mayor of Walsall had him seized and imprisoned. 
His counter-action against the mayor for unlawful imprisonment was 
dismissed, the mayor being Mr. Henry Stone. As member of the 
Stafford Committee, Edward Leigh had as fellow committee man 
Captain Henry Stone of Walsall, and when a dispute over the Earl of 
Denbigh divided the Committee into two factions, it is not surprising 
to find they took opposite sides. (More detailed summaries of 
Edward Leigh's career are to be found in S.H.C. 1920 and in the 
recently published history of Queen Mary's Grammar School, 
Walsall.) 
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CHAPTER VII 

THE FARMERS 

FARMING IN THE MIDDLE AGES at Great Barr, Rushall and 
Aldridge was in the Open Fields, with the different farmers owning 
scattered strips. These were supplemented by many small enclosures 
from the surrounding waste. The Open Fields also would be 
extended as the population grew. After the Tudor period, documents 
cease referring to strips at Great Barr and Rushall, so it is prob-
able that the Open Fields there were enclosed during the sixteenth 
century, the strips giving way to the type of field or close with which 
we are familiar today. 

At Aldridge the unenclosed strips persisted until well into the 
eighteenth century. A terrier of 1684 gives details of ninety-six of 
these strips which belonged to the church. Of these, forty-four 
strips were in Drewed Field, twenty-seven in Brantial Field, 
seventeen in Daniel Field, and eight in W etstone Field. The strips in 
Wetstone Field were all in one block, as were also twenty-eight of 
those in Drewed Field. The rest were mainly in scattered single and 
double strips. Drewed Field roughly occupied the land between 
Hobs Hole Lane and the present Little Aston Road (then known as 
Field Lane). The position of the other three fields is still indicated by 
Branton Hill Lane, Daniel Lane and Whetstone Lane. Middlemore 
was another Open Field, but probably much smaller. Westbroc 
Field and Paddock Field may or may not have been open. 

In 1758 another terrier was compiled. This time there is no 
mention of strips; instead, the land is described as being in ten 
different 'flatts' or fields. Typical is 'Taken out of Branthill Field, 
four flatts, one containing four acres, Mr. Jordan, east; Mr. Cox of 
Walsall, west; Mr. Jordan, north and Mr. Penn, south .. .' The 
fields had been enclosed and redistributed. It is infuriating to find 
no details how this was accomplished for there must have been a 
major upheaval. No Act of Parliament was secured and one can only 



54 MEN OF ALDRIDGE 

assume that it was achieved by common consent in the manor court. 
With Open Fields, a manor court was essential: there, under the 

lord's steward, decisions were taken about the crops to be sown, 
the dates to commence ploughing and sowing, how the animals were 
to be kept off the crops and so on. Transfers of land were also 
recorded and fines levied for not cleaning ditches, encroachments, 
etc. The court also administered the commons. Four rolls have 
survived for the Great Barr court and two for the Aldridge court. 
All the Great Barr rolls refer to the period after the Open Fields had 
been enclosed. 

The earliest roll for Great Barr is dated 1610. There were then 
two lords of the manor who apparently divided the land up, so that 
Sir Henry Longvile of Wolverton was regarded as lord of some land, 
and Edward Stamford of Perry Hall, lord of the rest. The two lords, 
however, had a joint steward and held a joint court. The roll begins 
by excusing Thomas Cox, Richard Cox, Thomas Jorden senior, 
John Wilcox, and Thomas Bromwich from attendance. Then 
follows a list of twelve jurymen and the names of twenty-six land-
holders who were absent. These latter were fined sums ranging from 
fourpence to sixpence. William Freeman had died and his son, to 
enter into his inheritance, had to pay a fine (heriot) of half the annual 
rent (four shillings and threepence) to Edward Stamford. A number 
of transfers of land were also recorded from Sir Edward Leigh to 
Thomas Jorden, William Jorden, William Scott, John Scott and 
Edward Harryson, whilst John Scott had sold his farm 'Veysies' 
(Pheasey) to William Scott. A number of Aldridge men who had 
been ploughing on the Colefield (Barr Common) were fined 
amounts ranging from ten shillings to thirty-nine shillings. Sir 
Edward Mountford, lord of Aldridge, was fined ten shillings on 
account of Bourne Pool, and Richard Parke, also, ten shillings for 
not moving his timber off the lords' waste. He was ordered to 
rectify matters before next Pentecost and to fill up any holes made. 
John Bridle and Roger Turton had to pay for not cleaning their 
ditches (three shillings and fourpence and ten shillings respectively). 
William Jorden, Thomas Daye, and Laurence Gibson had cut turf 
from the common, it cost them sixpence each; whilst Thomas 
Addyes, who had edged his boundary forward on to the common, 
was fined one shilling and ordered to rectify matters. The last entry 
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on the roll is not clear but appears to impose a fine on three men for 
an offence concerning rabbits on the common. The rabbits were 
reputed to have been very numerous and after the manor court had 
lost most of its power entries appear in the accounts of the parish 
constable, such as 

1773. 14 Nov. Expenses on Thomas Garrett and takeing him to Bridewell for 
catching rabbits . . . 16s. od. 

The second Great Barr roll (1612) is similar but the fines are much 
smaller, fourpence for encroachment, one shilling for ploughing on 
the common and twopence for digging turf. The last two entries, 
partly disfigured, are interesting. The first seems to rule that land 
enclosed from the common with permission, could be cultivated for 
four years after which, it had to return to the common and be 
allowed at least seven years to recover before it could be again 
enclosed. The second entry imposed a fine of five shillings on 
Edward Weston for taking a cartload of sand out of Hemcross Lane. 
He was fined, not for destroying the road, but for taking the lord's 
sand without permission. 

The other two Great Barr rolls (1685 and 1725) also follow the 
same pattern, but attached to the latter roll was a list of thirty-one 
encroachments (this list is now catalogued as a separate item in the 
Birmingham Reference Library). The encroachments show how 
Great Barr was developing, for no fewer than ten of the items refer 
to land taken from the common for a cottage. John Hoo was lord 
of the manor, residing at the Old Hall in Great Barr. As the fine 
imposed for these cottages was only fourpence each it can be assumed 
that he was favourably disposed towards the squatters. Most of the 
other twenty-one encroachments refer to land added to existing 
cottages, one is for a well to be built, another is for a carthouse, 
whilst one reads 'the sheep washers for ye sheep penn'. 

The 1685 roll terminates with four rules concerning the use of the 
commons. They may be summarised as follows: 

l. Rams not to be allowed loose on the common after September 
l5th in any year. Fine three shillings and fourpence. 

2. Peat or turf not to be cut before May 8th in any year. In no 
case is turf to be given or sold to those who do not reside in 
the manor. 
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3. People enclosing land on the common and sowing it with corn, 
must help fence the animals off. Fine for every gap, one 
shilling; and for every perch three shillings and fourpence. 

4. No one to cut or burn fern on the common before June 24th, 
and no one to cut gorse growing on any ditch or bank. 

The cutting of turf was a common practice in Staffordshire. 
Dr. Plot in his history refers to the uses to which the turf was put at 
the time he was writing (1686). He says: 

. . . the turf which they cut in the Moorelands in the Springtime with an instru-
ment called a push-plough, being a sort of spade, shod somewhat in the form of an 
arrow with a wing at one side and having a cross piece of wood, and the upper end 
of the helve after the manner of a crutch, to which they often fasten a pillow, which 
setting to their thigh and so thrusting it forward, they will commonly dispatch a 
large turf at two cuts, and then turn it up to dry, which in good weather is done on 
one side in eight, and on the other in four or five days at the most: when dried if 
they intend them for fuel in the winter, they pile them up round in the manner of 
a hayrick ten or twelve feet high, and let them stand all summer. But if for 
manuring their land, they heap it up . . . and set it on fire which will take of 
itself if it be dry, otherwise they give it the assistance of wood. These heaps they 
will keep burning sometimes three weeks together, still covering them over with 
new turf as the old ones burn away, only giving them vent by airholes which they 
make with a stick. The ashes of these turves they call Ess, which laid on their 
meddows, rye or barley lands, some are of the opinion goes further than lime or 
dung. And these are all the uses they put their turf to ... only they use it frequently 
to ridge or head their meaner houses, and sometimes wholly thatch them with it. 

Dr. Plot also refers to the then current practice of burning fern, in 
June: 
. . . when green which . . . they most commonly doe it on the side of a hill ... 
lying to a fresh gale of wind. I was told that they burnt it green that the ashes 
might not fly away during the operation . . . but I guess the true reason may 
rather be that while it is green it hath an oilyness which doth not quite consume, 
but remaining mixed with the ashes, makes them fitter to the use they are ordin-
arily put to, these made up into balls about three inches in diameter by the poorer 
sort of people with warm water, being sold at five or six a penny to wash their 
buckings (linen, etc.) with the year about. 

Other contemporary writers such as Celia Fiennes also refer to this 
practice. Judicious firing of the commons may have also improved 
the land for sheep grazing, but it would be most unpopular with 
sportsmen, spoiling both hunting and shooting. In 1769, John Hoo 
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inserted an advertisement in Aris' s Birmingham Gazette offering a 
reward of no less than five guineas (a labourer then earned about 
ten shillings per week) for information leading to the conviction of 
men who had started a fire on Barr Common. The following entry 
also appears in the parish constable's accounts for April 3oth, 1758: 

Charges about two men for firing ye ling on ye common 
Spent in eating and drink ............................................................ 5s. od. 
Taking them to Mr. Whyrley and Wolverhampton 3s. od. 

Mr. Whyrley would be a Justice of the Peace. 
The fourth rule on the court roll also refers to the cutting of gorse. 

This would be used for firing, and also (according to Plot) to form 
the base of cornstacks, mice being unable to climb through the gorse 
and into the stack. 

The first Court Roll for Aldridge (1714) is headed 'Manor of 
Offiow' but is the record of the Court Leet and Court Baron of 
Thomas Jordan (the Jordans had bought the Court Leet and the 
Manor from the Mountfords in 1629, but in 1720 they sold the Court 
Leet to Edward, Lord Leigh, whilst retaining the manor). The roll 
shows the court as meeting at 'ye sign of ye Anchor' and proceeds to 
lay down the following rules: 

I. All fences round Aldridge winter corn fields to be repaired 
within fifteen days of the first sowing and to be maintained 
until the 'come be Inned'. Fine 3 / 4 per perch and 5 /- per gap. 

2. All fences about Aldridge Lent corn fields to be repaired by 
March 24th and to be maintained until the harvest. Fine 3 / 4 
per perch and 5 /-per gap. 

3. All persons having sheep upon the Commons to take out the 
'Rudgells' and to keep them off the Common from St. 
Bartholomew's Day until Christmas. 

4. Mares and foals not to be tethered on the Common fields after 
the foal is ten days old. Fine 50 /-. 

5. All swine to be 'rung' upon three days' notice. Fine 3 /4. 
6. No gorse or heath to be cut on the ditchbanks. Fine 50/-. 
7. No servant to keep more than six sheep on the commons. 

Fine £10. 
The roll closes with Court Leet business nominating Paul Griffis, 

Constable of Great Barr and Thomas Davies, Thirdborough. 
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The second court roll for Aldridge (1770) shows the court as again 
meeting at 'the sign of ye Anchor and King's Arms', under the 
steward of Edward Croxall of Shustoke, who was then lord of the 
manor. Apparently this was the first court held since 1766, and the 
court proceeded to order that enclosures on the common authorised 
at the last court, should now be thrown open or a fine of thirty-nine 
shillings exacted. It was ordered that no person claiming right of 
commons should turn out more cattle on the common than their 
lands 'can be reasonably supposed to support and maintain', fine 
thirty-five shillings for each offence. It must be very doubtful if this 
rather vague rule was enforced. At Aldridge there were many small 
landowners and the practice earlier seems to have been 'right of 
common without stint'. 

Farmers have always grumbled about the payment of tithes and 
the Aldridge farmers were no exception. During the eighteenth 
century the Aldridge rector seems to have exacted his tithes in kind, 
for a terrier of 1773 ends with: 

All tythes are due to the Rector, both Small and Great such as Corn and Hay, 
Calves, Lambs, Piggs and Geese etc. and everything Except a modus of one part 
of Great Barr for grass etc. 

Great Barr, of course, was then still in Aldridge parish. By 1823 the 
tithes had been commuted to money payments, and a return of l 8 3 3 
shows 2,145 acres of arable and 570 acres of meadow and pasture 
yielding tithes amounting to no less than £1,098 per annum. No 
wonder the farmers grumbled. A labourer at that time earned about 
ten shillings per week. 

In 1795 a movement was commenced to enclose the commons of 
Great Barr. Mrs. Eliza Foley and Mrs. Whitby were then the ladies 
of the manor. On January l4th a petition was presented to the 
House of Commons in their names and those of the Hon. Edward 
Foley and other landowners claiming Barr Beacon and other 
wasteland within the manor to the extent of 2,200 acres, 

in their present state afford very little advantage to the several persons interested 
therein, but if the same were inclosed and divided up into specific allotments to the 
several persons interested a very considerable benefit would arise from the 
Improvement and Cultivation thereo£ 
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Leave was granted for a Private Bill for dividing and allotting the 
commons to be prepared and presented. A contemporary descrip-
tion of Barr Common appeared soon afterwards in Pitt's Agriculture 
of Staffordshire. It described how there grazed large flocks of grey-
faced sheep, similar to those of Cannock Chase only bigger. That 
part of the Common which was in Staffordshire (i.e., the Great Barr 
and Little Aston portion) was said to support I I ,ooo sheep in summer, 
and that more could have been supported if the number of rabbits 
had been reduced. The district was 'a barren sheep walk containing 
in some large tracts scarcely any other plant than heath, in other 
places fern, gorse, whortleberries and rushes with grass in small 
proportion'. Pitt estimated it to be worth three shillings and sixpence 
per acre, but if enclosed ten shillings and sixpence per acre. 

On January 21st, Sir Edward Littleton, M.P. for Staffordshire, 
introduced the bill, which was received and read the first time. 
The second reading followed on January 26th, when the bill was 
committed to Sir Edward Littleton and the Earl of Sutherland, who 
were to meet as a Committee in the Speaker's chamber at five p.m. 
that evening, to consider the Bill and any objections raised. Sir 
Edward Littleton reported to the House on February 3rd that the 
Bill had been examined and was found to be in order and that the 
parties concerned (i.e., the landowners) had all given their assent 
except one person whose property was rated for Land Tax at three 
shillings and who opposed the enclosure, and one other person whose 
property was rated at eightpence who would not declare for or 
against the Bill. The Committee had made some amendments but no 
one had appeared to oppose the Bill. The amendments were accepted 
and the Bill received a third reading the following day when Sir 
Edward Littleton then carried it to the House of Lords, who agreed 
to the Bill and returned it on February 12th. It received the Royal 
Assent the next day. The whole process took less than a calendar 
month. An examination of the Land Tax returns shows that the 
gentleman who would not agree to the Bill must have been William 
Dilke, Esq., a wealthy landowner who did not reside in the manor. 
The man who would not declare for or against the Bill must have 
been Matthew Glover, a resident, but one owning very little land. 
His attitude is hard to understand unless he wished to oppose the Bill 
but was frightened of the possible results of downright opposition to 
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his more influential neighbours. The tenants, who exercised the 
rights of common vested in the property they rented, and who used 
the common for turf, firing, etc., were not consulted. They have 
left no indication of their feelings, but if they had wished to oppose 
the Bill it is doubtful if they could have afforded to do so, and in any 
case the speed with which the Bill was passed left them very little 
opportunity. On March 22nd a notice appeared on the doors of 
Great Barr Chapel and Aldridge Church informing the parishioners 
that the enclosures were to be made and that the Commissioners 
would hold their first meeting on April 6th at 'the house of William 
Wight, Innkeeper. 

The lord of the manor of Aldridge (Edward Croxall of Shustoke) 
and the Aldridge landowners (who claimed to have rights on Barr 
Common) could have opposed the Bill. Perhaps they did in the early 
stages, for the Bill in its final form made a full recognition their 
rights, and allowed them a share of Barr Common. Thereafter 
Aldridge landowners were mainly concerned with getting the 
Aldridge commons also enclosed with a minimum of delay. In all, 
there were 360 acres of common. One difficulty was soon experi-
enced. The lord of the manor was sure of a share in the enclosure in 
return for his 'manorial rights', quite irrespective of any land he may 
have owned directly. William Smallwood came forward and dis-
puted the claim of Edward Croxall to the manor. He produced a 
document showing that the manor had been sold some years earlier 
and that by right he was lord of the manor. Edward Croxall 
naturally refuted this and the matter went to the Quarter Sessions 
where Croxall' s claim to the manor was easily upheld. This dispute 
took time, but rather than delay the application for permission to 
enclose the commons, Parliament was petitioned for leave to prepare 
and introduce the necessary Bill. On February 4th, 1795, the petition 
bearing the names of 'Edward Croxall Esquire, and William Small-
wood, gentleman, claimants of the Manor and soil within the 
Township of Aldridge' and that of the Rector and other landowners, 
was presented. Leave was duly given to Sir Edward Littleton and 
Mr. Wilberforce (the leader of the anti-slavery movement) to 
and bring in a Bill. It passf'd through the same procedure as the 
Great Barr Bill but took a little longer. It received the Royal Assent 
on June 22nd. When' the landowners of Aldridge had been 
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approached there had been some opposition, for at Aldridge were 
many small proprietors. Owners of land assessed at twelve shillings 
and a halfpenny opposed the Bill, whilst owners of property valued 
at two pounds and elevenpence declared themselves neutral. Again 
no one opposed to the enclosures appeared before the Committee. 
Sir Edward Littleton, who did so much to promote both Bills, said 
a few years later when speaking of his own estate and referring to 
labourers' cottages: 

... if by the side of a common the better, as furze will supply the oven with 
fuel, and a few sheep or geese may be kept. Every labourer should have keep for 
one cow .... 

No provision was made for the labourers at Great Barr or Aldridge, 
although the Court Roll cited above (1714) admitted the right of 
servants to pasture six sheep on the Common. 

Even after an Enclosure Act had been passed the work of enclosing 
the Commons was a lengthy process. Claims for a share had to be 
considered, the land surveyed, valued, and allocated, and a map 
drawn. The awards were not completed until June, 1799. At Great 
Barr, the ladies of the manor were allowed one sixteenth share of the 
commons in lieu of their manorial rights; this allotment was to be 
centred on the clump of trees then standing on the crest of Barr 
Beacon. The ladies were also allowed six months to remove any 
wood they desired from the Common. In all, 1,989 acres were 
enclosed, as follows : 

Provision for roads 68 acres 
The ladies of the manor, and their heirs, the 

Scotts 943 acres 
Lord of Aldridge 137 acres 
Seventy-three proprietors ofland in Aldridge 475 acres 
Thirty-nine proprietors ofland at Great Barr 366 acres 

The allotments to the ladies of the manor, the Scotts and the Lord 
of Aldridge were not merely for manorial rights but included their 
shares as extensive landowners. Of the allotments made, thirty-one 
claimants received less than one acre and forty-seven between one 
and five acres. Those receiving land were to complete the enclosures 
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with ditches, quickset hedges and proper mounds before April 5th, 
1800. Failure to complete enclosure meant a neighbour could do the 
fencing and reclaim the cost through a local J.P., who could levy 
distress on the defaulter's goods. In addition, recipients had to share 
the cost of making the roads, promoting the Bill, surveying, valuing, 
etc. No wonder nineteen claimants had sold their rights to allot-
ments before the award had even been completed. 

At Aldridge only 344 acres were enclosed, and this was divided 
between seventy-eight claimants. The allotment for manorial rights 
was twenty-one acres, but Edward Croxall also received seventy-two 
acres for the property he owned. The Rector received five and a half 
acres for his Glebe and was excused all costs of fencing, etc. Twenty-
seven people received less than one acre. Finally, all proprietors 
were to pay their share of the costs of promoting the act, etc., to the 
solicitor (the son of the lord of the manor) within thirty days of the 
award being made. 

The new proprietors were soon asserting their rights. In the Poor 
Law Accounts of Aldridge appears the following note dated April 
15th, 1799: 

It was also ordered and agreed from and after May 1st next, all cattle and sheep 
found upon the new inclosures within the said parish shall be impounded by a 
person appointed at the said meeting, and the damages to be received by him shall 
be as follows 

For sheep & lambs per head ............................................................... 1d. 
For asses, cows and homed cattle ......................................................... 6d. 
For horses .............................................................................. 1s. od. 
For pigs ....................................................................................... 6d. 
The above charges to be made to parishioners and double the same to be made to 

extra-parishioners. It was further ordered that Thomas Needham be appointed to 
impound as aforesaid and that he be paid ten shillings per week for his trouble, 
deducting all money received by him according to the rates above mentioned. 

In the Great Barr Poor Law Accounts appears: 

1800 Nov. 7th John Boden for impounding sheep etc. £4 3s. 6d. 
1801 Nov. 6th John Boden for impounding sheep etc. £4 17s. od. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

THE RICH AND THE POOR 

EARLY IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY, John Hoo was lord 
of the manor of Great Barr. The manor court roll referred to in the 
previous chapter suggests that he was a lenient lord and this is 
supported by the few odd details that can still be discovered about 
him. The record of briefs in Bilston Chapel reveals that when 
William Page of Great Barr suffered considerable loss in a fire at 
Great Barr, it was John Hoo, together with the Rector, who wrote 
to the surrounding parishes and invited them to take up a collection 
for the benefit of William Page. He took a lively interest in parish 
affairs, and his signature with that of his son often appears with those 
of the others who were present when the various parish officers had 
their accounts passed. In the church at Great Barr are still two silver 
patens and a chalice which he presented. When he died his heirs 
declined to have him buried in a woollen shroud as the law then 
required; instead they paid the appropriate fine, and John Hoo was 
buried in linen. He was succeeded by his son John, who died nine 
years later, to be followed by his brother Thomas. 

Thomas Hoo was a confirmed bachelor, passionately devoted to 
· foxhunting. He lived at the black and white Old Hall, where he kept 
his kennels well adorned with the trophies of the chase. It was said 
that he had once proposed marriage, but as the prospective bride 
took exception to his hounds, the marriage fell through for 'no 
woman was worth fifty hounds'. Henceforth women were forbid-
den entry to his bachelor's retreat where he was reputed to live in 
great affluence. He did condescend, however, to toast his one-time 
neighbour, Mrs. Galton, as 'the only reasonable woman in the 
world' and to tolerate the visits of her daughter, Ann, who as a child 
roamed over his estate. In 1772 he was high sheriff of Staffordshire 
and he also played his part in parish affairs, sometimes holding the 
unpaid office of Surveyor of the Roads. The Charity Commissioners 
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when they visited this district some thirty years after his death com-
mented in their report, on Mr. Hoo 'who managed all the charities 
in the neighbourhood'. His funeral in 1791 was long remembered 
for the large procession which followed the coffin from Barr to 
Aldridge Church. The Hoos were good lords of the manor, being 
interested in the people and in the district, and playing their part in 
the life of the community. 

The charities which Thomas Hoo managed would be those 
bequests usually associated with the church, whereby some people 
had left small incomes in the form of rents to be given to the poor 
either as money payments or in some other form. Usually, oversight 
of a charity was given to the Rector and Churchwardens. On the 
west wall of Aldridge Church hangs a wooden box in which were 
placed each Sunday six penny wheaten loaves to be given after the 
service to such of the aged poor who attended both service and 
sermon. Thomas Davill had left twenty-six shillings per annum 
from property in Bosty Lane, for this to be done. Similarly, John 
Cox left five shillings per annum rent arising from land at Walsall 
Wood where the Boot Inn stands; whilst Mrs. Walker left £100 to 
buy land, the rents to be given to ten poor houskeepers each year on 
St. Thomas's day. Ten other charities at Aldridge yielded sums 
ranging from five shillings to forty-two shillings each. Part of John 
Jordan's charity was somewhat different. He provided ten shillings 
per annum for Bibles and Prayer Books to be given on Easter Mon-
day to 'such poor children as can read and who usually attend divine 
service'. Others provided for payments to the Parish Clerk and to 
the Schoolmaster. The charities were referred to collectively as 
'Coxe's Dole' and were usually distributed on St. Thomas's Day and 
on Good Friday. On May 23rd, 1697, the Rev. John Jordan distri-
buted twenty-two shillings and sixpence of this money to eleven 
recipients in the Parish Church. In 1827, £4 19s. od. was distributed 
on Good Friday and £2 16s. 6d. on St. Thomas's day; seventy-five 
payments being made, ranging from one shilling to two shillings and 
sixpence each. Thomas Page and Sutton Page, however, received 
only one shilling and sixpence between them, and against the latter's 
name on the list of recipients appears the note 'an impudent woman'. 

At Great Barr were similar charities; amongst them was provision 
for twenty-four penny loaves to be distributed on alternate Sundays 
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in Church, and £5 annually for clothing to be given to four elderly 
women. These usually received a gown, apron, shawl, bonnet, two 
pairs stockings and a pair of gloves each, but there were some 
variations to make up the £5 exactly. 

There was a real danger that the payment of these charities might 
be overlooked, and in course of time the details forgotten and the 
charity lost. The people of Pelsall guarded this, for on the 
north wall of the old church there was 'a rudely painted figure of an 
old man holding a purse in the left hand and money in the right, and 
underneath this inscription "Richard Harrison gave twenty groats to 
the poor of Pelshall to be paid yearly on New Year's Day. The land 
charged to pay the money is the Old Croft. Aged 101" '. 

These charities did very little to relieve the poor, and many were 
desperately poor. The Poor Law provided for the raising of Poor 
Rates in each parish based on the value of property owned or leased; 
and for the administration by the Churchwardens and the Overseer 
of the Poor of the money so raised. The latter was an unpaid 
official appointed annually by the ratepayers at the parish vestry 
meeting. The Overseer kept detailed accounts which were submitted 
to the vestry to be passed when the Overseer had served his term of 

, office (twelve months) and a new Overseer was appointed. The 
accounts at Great Barr are more detailed than those at Aldridge, and 
the following extracts from Great Barr illustrate the work of the 
Overseer and conditions in the parish. Aldridge and Great Barr ,for 
Poor Law purposes were regarded as separate parishes. 

1753 June 30 Paid for a pair of shoes for Wdches wench ........................ 1s. Sd. 
1754 December Paid for a skin for Robert Hill's breeches ........................... 6d. 
1755 Feb Pd Richard Blackbourn for fetching some pewter back as Ed. 

Shorthouse had taken to sell ...................................................... Is. 6d. 
Pd Ed Shorthouse relief e ............................................ ................ 2s. 6d. 

1757 Jan For a load of coles for Wm Page .......................................... 8s. 6d. 
Apl Pd Page reliefe and washing him and mending his clothes ............... 4s. 6d. 
June Pd ye surgeon for setting a child's arm and curing a burned face 

of ye child ........................................................................ 10s. od. 
1758 Oct. Pd for nitting Hadley's son 2 pair stockings ................................. 6d. 

Those unable to work through age or infirmity received regular 
weekly payments, and there were many odd payments to relieve 
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temporary distress without giving details of the cause. A birth or a 
death inevitably placed a strain on the family which could only be 
met by recourse to the Overseer. The following are typical of many 
other entries: 

1752 Feb 28 Pd for looking after Fellows wife and relieving her in her 
lying in ................................................................................. 9s. 3d. 
Pd the midwife for laying her ...................................................... 2s. 6d. 

1753 Charges about John Arrowsmith's funeral.. ............................... 2s. 6d. 
Paid for a shroud ............................................................. :."'.' ..... 3s. 6d. 
A coffin .................................................................................... 7s. od. 
Bread, Cheese and Drink ............................................................ 8s. od. 
Fees at Aldridge Church ............................................................ 3s. rnd. 
Bott. Jn Arrowsmith wine and other things in his illness ..................... 4s. 4d. 
Pd for looking after him and laying him out .................................... 2s. od. 
My own loss of time buying Shroud and attending funeral.. ................ Is. od. 

In the case of John Arrowsmith the parish were able to reclaim some 
of the money by the subsequent sale of his belongings. Bread, 
cheese and drink figure largely in most funeral expenses, suggesting 
that many attended the interment. More grim is the following entry: 

I752 Charges burying the man that was hang' d in the Hays Rough and 
paying the jury and going for the Corriner more nor what was made 
of his clothes ........................................................................... I2s. 6d. 

The Overseer did not always call in a doctor to treat all cases of 
illness. 

I775 Paid to George Bussey for 2 quarts of ale for Wheeley's wife ............... 8d. 
And quartern of brandy 6d. and l pound shugger Id ............................... 7d. 

I797 Treacle and Brimstone for Ash's family .................................... Is. od. 
July I 8 For curing Ash's family of the Itch (Scabies 1) ........................ ms. 6d. 
Dec. 30 Curing Baskervills of the Itch .......................................... Is. od. 
Mrs. ( 1) for curing Chattertons ofltch ............................................. 2s. od. 

179I July I6 Thos. Worthington Expenses to Stafford for a wooden leg 3s. od. 
I80I Oct. 9 Mending Ann Bedworth's Bed Pan ................................. 3d. 

On the whole, the parish seems to have treated the poor well 
compared with the treatment given in other parishes. There are 
frequent entries for 'coles' and others such as the following: 



68 MEN OF ALDRIDGE 

1759 Apl Pd for tobacco for Thos Standley ....................................... Is. od. 
Pd for plants and Taters for Greens wife to sett her garden with .................. 6d. 
July Bott tools for David Grice to set up with when he came of being 

a soldier .............................................................................. 12s. od. 
1791 Apl 23 Pd for thatching and repairing the old house Smiths, 

Stringer, Johnson and Harpers live in at Queslett ..................... £3 9s. od. 
June 3 Pd Wid Wheeley for flax ....................... ...... ...................... Is. 6d. 

Poor Rates were a big burden on the parish and at the close of the 
eighteenth century the cost of poor relief was rising rapidly. The 
census of 1801 shows that at Aldridge were 146 families giving a 
population of 73 6, whilst at Great Barr were l l 3 families, population 
756. At a time when one shilling and sixpence was the approximate 
daily wage of a labourer, the two villages had to raise the following 
sums for poor relief: 

Aldridge 
1789 
1791 
1796 
1801 

1823 
Great Barr 

1791 
1796 
1801 
1823 

£157 
£179 
£261 (The year after the Enclosure Act granted) 
£384 (The year after the enclosures were com-
pleted) 
£502 

It is not suggested that enclosure was the only cause for the increase 
in poverty. Agricultural wages were depressed throughout England, 
and with the war with France, prices rose whilst wages were held 
steady or even declined. On the other hand the Wyrley and 
Essington Canal was cut during these years and should have brought 
temporary prosperity at least. 

If enclosure was a prominent cause of the distress, those who 
profited most from the enclosure did least to relieve the poor. 
Under the award Mrs. Foley and Mrs. Whitby had received 632 acres, 
Joseph Scott 192 acres, Ann Scott rr4 acres. In 1795, the year of the 
Enclosure Act, the levy book records that Mrs. Scott paid £ l l poor 
rates, but there is no entry for Joseph Scott, Mrs. Foley or Mrs. 
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Whitby; presumably their property was all leased and their tenants 
had to pay. 

Meanwhile the parish struggled on. How desperate things were 
can be seen from the entry in Great Barr accounts: 

1801 Apl 30 Supply poor with flour one month ........................ £12 1s. od. 

At Aldridge, houses owned by the parish had to be sold for £100 and 
arrangements made with Shenstone, for Aldridge poor to be 
accommodated when necessary in Shenstone workhouse. Some 
could not pay the poor rates due, as in September, 1818, when six 
Aldridge men appeared before the J.P.'s at Wednesbury for none 
payment of rates ranging from five shillings owed by Sam Parkes to 
£4 12s. 9d. owed by William Simkins. 

It was the duty of the Overseer to see that the parish did not help 
anyone if another parish could be made responsible. All strangers 
entering the parish were examined and if there was any likelihood of 
their becoming a liability they were not allowed to stay. The poor 
were unable to move elsewhere in search of work. Eventually some 
parishes issued certificates accepting responsibility for the bearers if 
they fell in need of poor relie£ This helped some people to move, 
but everywhere such certificates were closely scrutinised, whilst 
beggars and vagabonds were whipped and sent back to their home 
parishes. 

Often the settlement was disputed, and then one parish would go 
to law with another. At Great Barr appear such entries as: 
1759 Sept For going to Bromwich to appeal to ye order of Sarah 

Edwards & expenses .................................................................. Is. 6d. 
And for going with ye indenture to Sutton, Mr. Homer, myself & 

Mr. Osbourne. expence ......................................................... Is. 6d. 
For going with Mr Homer's clerk to deliver ye subpanes and search ye 

register at Bromwich for ye paupers age ....................................... 2s. 2d. 
Pd for dinner & ale on same account ............................................. 2s. 8d. 

Pd Mr. Homer for his trouble and retaining Counsel paying them and 
attending ye sessions at Stafford for Sarah Edward's tryall ......... £10 os. od. 

Pd witnesses and horsehire do ............................................... . £1 5s. od. 
Myself & Clark going .................................................................. 4s. od. 
Expenses coming and going at Stafford & paid in court ............... £1 9s. 8d. 

Despite the settlement laws there were many travellers, as can be 
seen from the following entries in Aldridge Parish Register: 
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1725 Buryed Ann Midcock a Stranger June ye Ist. 
1725 Buryed Charles Swinger a Passenger June ye rnth. 
1726 Buryed James Hill a Stranger Jan 21st. 
1727 BuryedJane Roe a Traveller Nov. 4th. 
1727 Baptised John the son of a travelling woman Feb 25th. 
1728 Buryed a travelling boy Oct 14th. 
1728 Buryed George Lylly a strange child Nov 2nd. 
1728 Buryed A strange woman from Barr Dec. 3rd. 
1728 Buryed a travelling man Dec 24th. 

Members of the armed forces and their families could claim relief 
from parishes they travelled through to help them on their journey. 
It would be a brave Overseer who attempted to evade payment on 
occasions such as that at Aldridge in December, 1824, when eleven 
soldiers' wives with their iqcredible brood of eighty-one children, 
appeared simultaneously before the Overseer to claim relief to 
enable them to reach Tamworth. Their husbands had recently sailed, 
some for New South Wales and some for the Barbadoes. Their visit 
cost the parish £2 IS. 4d. 

In the Aldridge Parish chest were preserved many papers relating 
to the poor and their settlements. Assuming that the poor told the 
truth when questioned, the following stories can be pieced together: 

Catherine was born at Smithy Brook, near Manchester, about the 
year 1748. To that parish came one, Laurence Ashwell of Rochdale, 
and gained a settlement there. The two met, grew fond of each 
other, and when Catherine was but sixteen, they married. Laurence, 
possibly finding it hard to support his wife, but more likely because 
of the attitude of the parish who would fear a family of paupers, 
joined the army, enlisting in the 69th Regiment of Foot. Catherine 
then assumed the wandering life which was the common lot of 
soldiers' wives, following the Regiment up and down the country. 
When her husband was sent to Gibraltar she managed to follow. 
There, three years later, her husband died, leaving Catherine to fend 
for herself. Fortunately it seems there were no children. At this 
time the 12th Regiment of Foot was also in Gibraltar, and there 
Catherine found her second husband-Sergeant Thomas Smith. 
Some months later Smith was discharged from his Regiment and 
with Catherine and their six-month old daughter Ann, they sailed for 
Liverpool. At Liverpool, Smith sent Catherine and Ann on to Wal-
sall, where he said he had his settlement, whilst he travelled on to 
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London in search of work. At Walsall Catherine was met by her 
brother-in-law, who assured her that her husband had only lived 
at Walsall by virtue of a certificate from Aldridge. He brought her 
to Aldridge and handed her over to Thomas Smallwood, Church-
warden, who immediately gave her twopence relie£ Thereafter, 
Catherine and Ann were a burden on the Parish. Catherine was 
repeatedly examined but stuck to her story and was able to prove 
the marriage at Gibraltar. Meanwhile news reached Catherine 
that Smith had arrived at London, had found another lady and 
apparently had no intention of returning here. It was 1775 when 
Catherine arrived in Aldridge, and she was still receiving regular 
payments from the Overseer (five shillings per week) as late as 
April 1814; soon afterwards her name disappeared from the Poor 
Law accounts. Also in the Parish chest, however, was another 
document which reads: '27 weeks relief due Oct 3rd 1829 £3 7 6. 
Settled for Catherine Smith W.S.' How the Overseers must 
have cursed that unfortunate marriage at Gibraltar, about which 
they could do nothing. The daughter Ann also received parish relief 
until she reached the age of seven, she was then sent as a parish 
apprentice to William Haines ofWednesbury, brickmaker, who was 
to "teach" her the art and mystery of housewifery. The parish paid 
Haines a premium of £3 13s. od. for him to take Ann off their hands. 

Job Eccleston was bound apprentice about the year 1769 to Joseph 
Palmer of Aldridge, whom he served for ten years. Job then enlisted 
as a soldier and was later known to be married and living at Burton-
on-Trent, although still in the forces, and so not gaining a settlement 
at Burton. In 1782 the parish officials at Stafford found Mrs. Eccleston 
there, and having questioned her sent her to Aldridge-where Job 
had his settlement by virtue of his apprenticeship. By 1789 Job 
appears to have left his regiment, for he with his wife and children 
then visited his brother at Northfield. One morning his brother 
awoke to find the children still there but Job and his wife missing. 
The Northfield officials promptly dispatched the children to 
Aldridge. In 1817 the Birmingham officials found the missing pair 
there and sent them back to Aldridge also. In 1829 Job was described 
as being seventy-nine years old and living with his son, who was a 
chimney sweep in Shropshire. The son, who had a large family of 
his own had difficulty in supporting him and Aldridge allowed Job 
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one shilling per week. The Shropshire officials wrote to Aldridge 
pointing out that Job was nearly blind and was bad on his legs. They 
claimed that in such cases they allowed three or four shillings a week 
and asked Aldridge to increase the allowance. Aldridge put it up to 
three shillings, but hearing that Job was not receiving it they wrote to 
the Overseer of the parish where he was living and through whom the 
allowance was paid, inquiring why it was not being paid to Job. It 
transpired that Job's son, wishing to buy a patent chimney sweeping 
machine, had borrowed the money from the parish on the under-
standing that the parish could keep the money from Aldridge as 
repayment. 

The hardest cases were those where children were involved. A 
child took the settlement of the parents where known, otherwise it 
was regarded as belonging to the parish where it was born. An 
illegitimate child (and there were many) was sure to be a charge on 
the parish, and so the Churchwardens and the Overseer kept a keen 
eye on the local girls; anyone suspected of being in trouble was taken 
to a local Justice and questioned as to the father, when everything 
possible would be done to force them to marry, or failing that, to see 
the father paid all expenses. Sometimes the girl refused to name the 
father, and then it was the duty of whoever acted as midwife to 
question the mother at the time of birth. In the Aldridge chest was a 
very unpleasant document signed by Susanna Bullock in 1736. 
In it she tells how Elizabeth Branston, travelling from Derby, 
arrived at the Bullocks' home, where she gave birth to a son. As 
Elizabeth refused to name the father, the midwife refused to perform 
her office, but the child lived and was given the name 'Richard 
Aston brook'. One hopes that Susanna's statement was untrue and 
only made for the benefit of the parish officials. 

In Great Barr accounts occur such entries as the following: 
1791 May 23 Journey to Birm'm with Jane Cressall and to examine her 

to settlement ........................................................................... 4s. od. 
Paid for a warrant for George Rutter. ............................................ 2s. od. 
24 A Journey to Aldridge to take him ............................................. 3s. od. 

Expenses there ..................................................................... Is. 7d. 
For man and horse to Aldridge to fetch Mr Lomax (a local 

clergyman) ..................................................................... 2s. od. 
Journey to Birm'm to examine Rutter to his settlement .................. 3s. od. 
Examination and expenses ...................................................... 4s. 3d. 
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The above entries are from the Constable's accounts. The Poor Law 
accounts complete the story: 

1791 May 24th Expenses, Wedding fees, Dinner, liquor etc at wedding 
of George Rutter and Jane Cressall.. .................... .................... £1 2s. 9d. 

The effort appears to have been in vain for later comes the entry: 

1791 June 28 Jane Cressall's child I week pay .................................... 1s. 6d. 

W eel<ly payments continued for the child for the next five years, 
after which comes the entry: 

1796 Sept 2 Bindg J Cresswell's child to T. Cresswell ........................... 2s. 6d. 

A black sheep could cause the parish a lot of trouble and 
had its share of black sheep. How such a one tried the parish can be 
seen from the following documents. 

May 6, 1816 Certificate issued for the removal to Aldridge of Sarah Stackhouse 
"single and with child" from Pelsall. 

Dec 3, 1817 Order made by a J.P. for John Masefield ofBeckby to pay £5 l3s. 6d. 
and 1/8 weekly for the child of Sarah Stackhouse. 

July 22 1818 Order made for Francis Slater of Pelsall to pay £10 and 1/8 weekly 
for the child of Sarah Stackhouse. 

April 3 1822 Order for the removal from Barton under Needwood to Aldridge 
of Sarah Stackhouse, single and with child. 

One of the children apparently died, for the entry each week in the 
1822 accounts is 'Stackhouse's 3 children 6/-'. 

The parish could move with speed in these matters, as can be seen 
from the following: 

June 17 1818 Deposition of Sarah Nixon that Sam Ashwood of Broseley is the 
father of her child. 

June 17 1818 Magistrates order for Sam Ashwood to pay £3 l4s. od. and 1/8 per 
week for Sarah Nixon's child. 

June 17 1818 Certificate of the Overseer of the Poor at Aldridge that Sam 
Ashwood owes the parish £3 l6s. od. 

June 17 1818 Order to the Constable to commit Sam Ashwood to the House of 
Correction for failing to pay. 
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The parish had to arrange for all children to be looked after until 
they reached the age of seven. They could then be sent as parish 
apprentices. The parish do not appear to have been particular about 
the minimum age as can be seen from the details of Jane Cressall's 
child given above. The following is from the Great Barr accounts: 

1751 July Pd Jno Wiggin with Sarah Leis apprentice .. ... .. .. ... ... ... .. . £5 os. od. 
Pd for a bond to indemnify ye parish for her being under seven years 

of age & indentures & filling up .. ... ..... .. .... .. .. ............. .... ..... ... rns. 6d. 

A child thus bound had to serve his master until the age of twenty-
four, or if a girl until twenty-one or marriage. The only return the 
child received for his labour was food, clothing, lodging and instruc-
tion in the master's craft, which was often a craft in name only. 
Small wonder that in 1777 it was necessary to pass an Act preventing 
the binding of boys after the age of twenty-one, since binding until 
twenty-four had been found 'to disturb the peace of domestic life, 
check marriage, and discourage industry', so the age was lowered 
'to maintain the good harmony between apprentice and master'. 

Preserved in the Aldridge chest were apprenticeship indentures 
dated between 1707 and 1836 for no fewer than eighty-eight boys 
and thirty-two girls. This is by no means the full total of parish 
apprentices for in the accounts is a list of premiums paid between 
November 1769 and January l8or. No indentures have survived 
for nineteen of the children for whom premiums were paid; and 
there are indentures for seven children for whom no premium was 
recorded. Ignoring those whose indentures have disappeared, it 
transpires that the boys were set to the following trades: 

17 Farmers 3 Tailors l Pattern woodmaker 
ro Bucklemakers 2 Chainmakers l Stirrup lronmaker 
8 Locksmiths 2 Butchers l Spurrier 
5 Nailers 2 Forgemen l Gearmaker 
5 Ropemakers 2 Stone miners l Staymaker 
5 Platers 2 Bagustmakers (r) l Brassfounder 
5 Bit makers l mmer l Wheelwright 
4 Blacksmiths l mason l Settmaker 
3 Chapemakers l weaver l Cordwainer 

l illegible 
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Eighteen of the boys were apprenticed in the parish-most undesir-
able from the officials' point of view, for if they were apprenticed 
elsewhere, their settlement would cease to be Aldridge. Most of 
these eighteen were apprenticed to farmers. Twenty-nine boys went 
to Walsall, seven to Birmingham, six to Willenhall, three to Great 
Barr and most of the others to villages within ten miles of Aldridge. 
All the thirty-two girls were to learn housewifery, save one to learn 
rope-making, one calico weaving, one farming, one frame wool 
knitting, and one who was apprenticed to a cotton factor at Lichfield 
to be employed 'as possible in his factory'. The girls were probably 
more difficult to place than the boys and no fewer than fifteen were 
apprenticed in Aldridge, where householders could be compelled 
to take them and where they probably made cheap servants. Of the 
rest seven were sent to Walsall, three to Birmingham, and one each 
to Longdon, Rugeley, Shrewsbury, W ednesbury, Measham (Derby-
shire), Lichfield and Shalstone (Leicestershire). The premiums paid 
ranged from £1 ns. 6d. to £5, though £2 rns. od. was more usual; 
there was no difference between the premiums paid for boys or girls, 
age also does not seem to have affected the premium. The clause on 
the printed indentures whereby the employer was to provide new 
clothes at the end of the apprenticeship is erased from those inden-
tures dated 1754 to 1762. 

Many of these children were illiterate; those at 
a distance would be completely cut off from friends and family and 
at the mercy of an unknown master. The law demanded that the 
apprentice should not be ill-treated, but there was no inspection to 
ensure this. Much as one would like to know how they fared there 
is no means of finding out, for having set them apprentice the parish 
regarded them as off their hands and took no further interest in them. 
Some probably ran away from their masters and Aris's Birmingham 
Gazette carries many advertisements asking for information about 
runaway apprentices, whilst in the Great Barr accounts appears: 

1756 Charges for taking Welches daughter to Walsall when she had 
over run her master and brought to me by an order and maintaining 
her a day and a night at my house ................................................... 15. 6d. 

A boy of eighteen or nineteen, capable of earning his own living, 
yet bound to work for a master until the age of twenty-one without 
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wages, would be greatly tempted to abscond, but this was not always 
easy. John Jaycam of Norton Canes was bound as a parish apprentice 
in r787 to Joseph Wiggin of Pelsall, nailer. In 1797 John ran off to 
Birmingham. There he found out the Recruiting Officer and joined 
the army, swearing he was not an apprentice. The army kitted him 
out and sent him to Shrewsbury, but his master had started inquiries 
and found out where he was. The master applied to the Quarter 
Sessions and the army were forced to hand John back to his master. 
The army had been at some expense in kitting him out and so insti-
tuted proceedings against John for obtaining £10 l5s. od. from them 
on false pretences, swearing he was not an apprentice. The outcome 
is not known, but the case was due to be heard at Warwick Assizes 
during the summer of 1797 and the brief prepared for the crown is 
now in the Birmingham Reference Library. The possible penalties 
for his offence were fine and imprisonment, or pillory, or public 
whipping, or seven years transportation. 

How children, other than illegitimate children, came to be set 
apprentice can be seen from the case of Rhoda Palmer. In December, 
1798, Edward Palmer received help from the parish, being ill and 
unable to work. Weekly payments were made to him until February. 
1799, when the expenses of his funeral appear in the accounts and 
payments were made to his widow. On February 27th the parish 
vestry met and it was reported to them that his daughter, Rhoda, 
was then seven and so could be set apprentice. It was resolved that 
she should go to a Mr. R. Hollows. Clothing to the value of ten 
shillings was bought for Rhoda and early in April a premium of 
fifty shillings was given to Mr. Hollows. Mr. Hollows, however, 
seems to have passed the apprenticeship on, for Rhoda finally went 
to work for a Mr. Jewsbury, a calico weaver of Measham, and her 
apprenticeship indenture is made out to him. Calico weaving was 
then done by hand, usually in the damp atmosphere of a cellar. 
Little Rhoda, just seven years of age, a few weeks after her father's 
death was thus sent some thirty or so miles from Aldridge to work 
unpaid for the next fourteen years for a complete stranger, probably 
in a damp ill-lit cellar where she probably never again heard of any-
one from Aldridge. 

Such was the lot of the poor. Meanwhile, Joseph Scott, who was 
to become lord of the manor, was rebuilding and altering Nether 
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House, later to be known as Great Barr Hall (now St. Margaret's 
Hospital) in a most lavish fashion. A contemporary description of it 
appears in Cooke's Warwickshire (1800). It reads: 

... the hospitable mansion of Sir Joseph Scott Bart. is surrounded by a park of 
considerable extent wherein there is the greatest variety of undulating hills and 
dales, woods and water, together with such extensive views as can only be found 
in this part of the kingdom. To this park there are three entrances, and at every 
avenue the worthy proprietor has erected an elegant lodge, from which there are 
capacious carriageways to the mansion. . . . On entering the park a circular 
coach drive leads to the holly wood, through which you proceed by a serpentine 
road near half a mile when a beautiful sheet of water presents itself to view, along 
whose banks you pass near a mile before you arrive at the mansion. 

The situation of the building is low in front of the water, but being screened by 
rising ground and lofty trees, it must be very warm in winter. On the left of the 
house, a walk leads you to the flower garden which is laid out with great taste, 
containing flowers and small shrubs of the choicest and rarest kinds, together with 
a fountain in the centre. From here there are delightful views and among others 
over the adjacent country, Birmingham is distinctly seen. At a distance of about 
two miles further towards Walsall, there is another lodge which is the entrance 
from Walsall, and leads you by a spacious serpentine road through Marrion Wood 
which is composed of various shrubs and evergreens and conducts you to a most 
elegant chapel. . . . 

There is another lodge at a place called the Queslet . . . where a spacious road 
conducts you for a considerable distance by a plantation of oaks and so through the 
park wherein there are fixed numerous seats which command delightful and 
comprehensive prospects. 

Sir Joseph Scott, one-time M.P. for Worcester, was reputed to 
have squandered his way through three inherited fortunes, and was at 
one time reduced to leasing Great Barr Hall, on which he had lavished 
so much expenditure, to Mr. Galton the Birmingham industrialist, 
for twenty-one years. It was whilst Mr. Galton held this lease that 
the famous Lunar Society met at the Hall. 

Sir Joseph Scott was captain of the Walsall Volunteer Association 
which was founded in 1798 during the war with France. It was a 
corps of cavalry of forty-three gentlemen; they received their 
colours at Barr Beacon on September 23rd, 1799· When the corps 
was disbanded in 1802 a silver cup, valued at fifty guineas, was pre-
sented to the captain for his services. It is usually assumed that this 
association was formed because of the threat of French invasion, but 
it was in l 803, after the association was disbanded that someone wrote 
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in the church register at Great Barr, 'Bounaporte threatened England 
with Invasion I803' and that threat reached its height in 1805. 
At this time there was no regular police force and riots were put 
down by the military helped by the Volunteer Associations. This 
Association was founded just when the enclosure of the local com-
mons was almost complete and it was during its life (April, l8oI) 
that the entry before referred to was made in the Great Barr accounts, 
'Supply poor with flour, one month £12 Is. od.'. There were riots 
in other counties under similar circumstances, but there is no trace 
of any threat of rioting here. Had Sir Joseph misread the situation, 
or did he overawe possible rioters before they took action, or was the 
French war the real reason for forming the Association, and its 
members make the understandable misiake of assuming that the 
Peace of Amiens (I802) meant the end of hostilities? 
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