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FOREWORD

On the eve of my re tire ment, as the Rec tor of Wednesfield when the Mil len nium
Cel e bra tions started, I am priv i leged to have been asked to write a brief
fore word to this his tory of the par ish and of St Thomas’s go ing back over 250
years. I am very con scious of the con tri bu tion made by my pre de ces sors and by
other priests and peo ple here dur ing the life time of St Thomas’s, and I pray that 
our beau ti ful church may con tinue to shine as a bea con of faith at the heart of
this community for many years to come.

John Por ter



WEDNESFIELD. With the making of keys prominent among its present-day
industries, it goes back in history a thousand years to the day of a fierce battle
between Alfred’s son Edward and the Danes. The Danes were heavily defeated
by Edward with his army of Mercians and West Saxons, and their two kings
Halfdan and Ecwils perished in the battle. The red-brick church standing today
is the second rebuilding of an 18th-century ancestor.

The King’s England: Staffordshire – ed. Arthur Mee, 1937

ST THOMAS. 1751, but burnt in 1902 and rebuilt by F.T.Beck in 1903. He
totally replaced the chancel of 1842–3 by Wyatt & Brandon. The rest must be
facsimile, and apparently a good deal of the exterior may have been kept.  Brick
with a tower. Its pedimented doorway and the two tiers of aisle windows all have 
Gibbs surrounds. The tower has a top balustrade. The interior is Beck’s. Three
galleries. – PLATE. Chalice of 1752 by John Priest of London; Paten and Flagon
of 1753 by Richard Gurney & Co. of London.

                                                         The Build ings of Eng land: Staffordshire – Nikolaus Pevsner, 

          1974
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THE CHURCH ON WEDNESFIELD GREEN

In The Beginning Were The Words

W
e were at war with France and Spain.
George II had an other 19 years to reign
and our first ever Prime Min is ter, Sir

Rob ert Wal pole, was still in power. Han del’s
Mes siah was yet un fin ished. Jane Austen
would not be born for an other 34 years. The
coach jour ney  from Lon don to Glas gow was a
haz ard ous un der tak ing that took two weeks.

On 1st De cem ber 1741 an Act of Par lia -
ment was passed for the found ing of a church
in Wednesfield. It was to be built “upon a place 
called Wednesfield Green, ly ing near the mid -
dle of the town ship or Ham let of Wednesfield,
be ing part of the Waste of the Manor of
Wolverhampton”. Waste meant un cul ti vated
land left as an open space, so that vil lag ers had 
the right to graze their an i mals on it.

An other slight com pli ca tion was the fact
that the land be longed to the Manor of the
Dean ery of Wolverhampton but was leased out
to Trustees act ing on be half of the “Rt. Hon.
Earl of Brad ford, a Lunatick.”[13] Al though
there was no ac tual dis agree ment over the
choice of a site for the church, it was thought
de sir able to regu lar ise the sit u a tion by means
of an Act of Par lia ment.

The main rea son for the Act was the state
of the road be tween Wednesfield and
Wolverhampton – “deep and dirty in the Win ter 
sea son”. The mother church was St Pe ter’s,
where Wednesfield and Willenhall peo ple oc cu -
pied the north aisle, and the ac tual jour ney to
Wolverhampton must have been an or deal.

The new place of wor ship was to be called
the Cha pel of St Thomas in Wednesfield in the
Par ish of Wolverhampton. Wednesfield had
been one of thir teen places given to the Church 
by Lady Wulfruna in 970, and the Domesday
Book re cords that the Canons of
Wolverhampton, as ten ants of Sanson, the
Con queror’s chap lain, held in Wednesfield (or
Wodnesfelde as it was then called) three
caracutes of land (about 360 acres) and a
wood, the bound ary of which sur vives in the
name Wood End. From as early as 1735 can
be found the names of sidesmen, or col lec tors
of lewns – the rates which Wednesfield peo ple,
as pa rish io ners of Wolverhampton, were
obliged to pay  St Pe ter’s.

Al though the new church was ded i cated to 
St Thomas, the Green it self was ded i cated to
St John the Bap tist – hal lowed thus be cause,
ap par ently, it had once been the site of a pa -
gan shrine [1] and, in a tra di tion be gun by Pope 
Greg ory in 600 AD, such places were con -
verted from the wor ship of dev ils to the ser -
vice of the true God.The orig i nal Green was
doubt less larger than the church grounds, its
bound aries pos si bly reach ing to the ca nal and
Rook ery Street. But with the build ing of St
Thomas’s, the Green was abol ished, suf fi cient
land was al lo cated for high ways on three sides 
of the cha pel and so Church Street was cre -
ated. The old est build ings in Church Street
(Nos 2 and 3 are listed) date back to around
1760. (One build ing al ready part of the land -
scape at this time was the Dog and Par tridge,
which, ac cord ing to re cords and its ar chi tec -
ture, had prob a bly been around for over 150
years.)

The Goughs Of Oldfallings

A fan ci ful lo cal bal lad tells how, at the
time of Charles Stu art’s flight from the Bat tle
of Worces ter in 1651,

In the noon of night they brought him,
Along the toilsome way,
And they passed through quaint old
Wedgefield,
Where asleep the people lay.
“O, town of traps!” they whispered,
“Your fame our foes will sing,
For they would fain a trap obtain
To catch our Lord the King!” [42]

Cer tainly, the man u fac ture of traps (to -
gether with keys, locks, hinges and latches)
was well es tab lished here by 1741 and the Act 
of that year de scribes Wednesfield as “a large
and pop u lous place, in hab ited chiefly by per -
sons em ployed in the Iron Man u fac tures car -
ried on in the said Par ish and Town ship”.

It was not a “large and pop u lous” com mu -
nity by to day’s stan dards, but rais ing the nec -
es sary £2,000 to build a church was an
un der tak ing which bene fited from the wealth
of Mar tha Gough and her fam ily. Mrs Gough
(nee Har wood, of Tern, Salop) had bene fited
con sid er ably from the great wealth of her late
un cle, Sir Rich ard Hill, who had served as
Am bas sa dor to Hol land and Pay mas ter of the
Army. She and her hus band, Wal ter – “a pro -
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found scholar and po lite gen tle man”[12] – lived
at Oldfallings Hall, which they built in 1720.
When Wal ter died “of a de cline” in 1730 at the
age of 53 and was bur ied in their par ish
church at Bushbury, it seems that Mar tha
could no lon ger bring her self to at tend com mu -
nion there. In stead, she would jour ney to St
Pe ter’s, Wolverhampton where a house in the
Horse Fair (now Wulfruna Street) was re served 
for her use on these oc ca sions. Clearly, she
was en thu si as tic about the Wednesfield church 
build ing pro ject for she be came the chief con -
trib u tor, to gether with her bach e lor
brother-in-law Charles and two of her ten chil -
dren, Wal ter and Rich ard. The lat ter, who died 
in 1744, left £250 to the church on con di tion
build ing was com pleted and a min is ter ap -
pointed within six years of his death. Fail ing
this, the money would go to Bushbury Church.

Oth ers lead ing the fund rais ing in cluded
Thomas and Wil liam Tomkys, Thomas Hayes
and John Wood, but, as the “larg est con trib u -
tor to the said pi ous and char i ta ble de sign”,
Mar tha Gough was given the right of pre sen ta -
tion and nom i na tion to the cha pel, a right
pass ing at her death to her son Wal ter and his
heirs.

For some rea son, five years passed be fore
work be gan. But per haps the con di tions laid
down in Rich ard Gough’s will and a reali sa tion 
that time was mov ing on spurred the trust ees
into ac tion in 1747.

On 12th May that year, Rich ard Wilkes of
Willenhall, “Prac ti tio ner in Physic”, re corded in 
his di ary:

“This be ing Tues day, I met ten more of the 
Trustees ap pointed by an Act of Par lia ment for 
build ing a Chappel at Wednesfield at the house 
of Mr John Wood on the north side of the
Green, and with my own hands as sisted in set -
ting out the ground for the Chappel and
Chappelyard to stand on. May this work prove
to the Glory of God and the com fort and hap pi -
ness of the in hab it ants.”

Build ing work started in De cem ber 1747
and al though by 1750 it be came clear that
items such as pews and church yard walls
could not be com pleted in time, 28th Au gust,
1750 was the date fixed for the church’s con se -
cra tion by the Bishop of Lichfield and Coven -
try, Dr Fred er ick Corn wallis, who, 18 years
later, would be come Arch bishop of Can ter bury 
[2].In point of fact, Wolverhampton Dean ery was 
at that time a Pe cu liar – which means that it
was ex empt from the bishop’s ju ris dic tion –

but it seems that Dr Wilkes, who had played
an im por tant part in ad vanc ing the cha pel’s
plan ning and build ing, took a hand in ar rang -
ing the in volve ment of Dr Corn wallis.

The Bishop ar rived on the af ter noon of
the 27th and was taken to Hilton Park where
he was to stay the night. When he dis cov ered
that the con se cra tion deeds had not ar rived
from the Reg is trar in Lichfield, his Lord ship
was less than pleased and threat ened to post -
pone the cer e mony. Once again, the good Dr
Wilkes took a hand, des patch ing a postboy to
Lichfield with the fol low ing ur gent mes sage:

Hilton. 27 Aug.Ev.9
Dear Sir,

The Bishop is here and very an -
gry that he had not the deeds to pe ruse to -
night; and sayes that un less you send your
Clarke with them to this place by eight o’clock 
in the morn ing, tho’ he is very will ing to con se -
crate the chappel, it will be im pos si ble for him 
to do it; since he is de ter mined to be in Bir -
ming ham to mor row night; wch he can not be
un less he sets out by 3 o’clock at the far thest.  
I must then in sist upon it that Mr Buckeridge
and he (i.e. the clerk) are both here by that
time, oth er wise you know the dam age will be
irrepairable and you’ll dis oblige both his Ldp.
and all the Goughs.

Your most obedt. Etc 
R.Wilkes.

Ap par ently, the let ter pro duced the nec es -
sary re sponse; the con se cra tion took place
next day. We have no de tails of the ac tual ser -
vice, but it is al most cer tain that no hymns
were sung: at that time the Church of Eng land 
line was that the lit urgy should be in no cent of
words other than those of Scrip ture.

Wednesfield’s cha pel-of-ease seated 150.
The seats were box pews with backs about
one and half metres high, keep ing out cold
draughts. Wealthier fam i lies such as the
Goughs, Fryers and Pettits, who sub scribed
£20 or more had their own pews and could
nom i nate the cha pel war dens. Some fam ily
pews were handed down from one gen er a tion
to an other, and the Act al lowed them to be

 “bar gained, sold, con veyed, leased.....or
oth er wise aliened and dis posed of, in such
man ner, as free hold lands and ten e ments or
in her i tance can or may by law pro vided they
are dis posed of to such per sons only as are
in hab it ants of the town ship, ham let or lib erty
of Wednesfield.”
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And, as a perk, “The chaplain may lease pews
belonging to him for not more than seven
shillings a year to persons residing in
Wednesfield.”

 As the Act re quired the hold ing of Ves try
meet ings and the an nual elec tion, “upon Easter 
Tues day”, of cha pel war dens, lo cal ad min is tra -
tion in gen eral fell to the Ves try, so that it
served un til 1863  as a unit of lo cal gov ern -
ment. Ves tries were re spon si ble for the state of 
the roads within the par ish, for the ap point -
ment of Con sta bles (known orig i nally as
Reeves or Tythingmen) and for the elec tion of
Work house Trustees. An out come of the work
of Trustees elected by the Wednesfield Ves try
was the es tab lish ing of a work house in Old
Heath Road, where The Jolly Col lier now
stands. James Cordwell was its mas ter for
many years be fore its clo sure in the 1830s,
and its Mid-Wife Sur geon was Wil liam Quinton, 
son of an Ashmore Park farmer.

An 1827 en try in the Ves try Min ute Book
re cords that “Eliz a beth North, an or phan girl
is de clared a pau per; the Ves try bind her in ap -
pren tice ship to James Parkes of the New In -
ven tion.” [20]

The first church had the ex ist ing
three-storey tower, sur mounted by four stone
fini als, but its door was on the south side, and
the build ing, 25 feet wide by 50 feet long, con -
sisted of a nave with out aisles or gal lery, lit on
each side by three long win dows, stone faced
with round heads. As now, the chan cel was
semi-circular, but, un like the pres ent sit ing,
both pul pit and font were sit u ated on the north 
side of the nave.

On 4th Sep tem ber 1750, the Holy Eu cha -
rist was of fered for the first time. The first re -
corded bap tism – of Mary, daugh ter of John
and Mary Webb – was on 19th May 1751, and
the first fu neral (of Rich ard Shelden) on 13th
Au gust 1751. Note wor thy amongst early reg is -
ter en tries were the bap tism on 1st Oc to ber
1752 of “Jemima WEDNESFIELD, a child left
at Tay lor’s” and the burial on 22nd of that
same month of “Sa rah Ady” – a sur name that,
with amended spell ing, is with us still.

Un til St Thomas’s be came a sep a rate par -
ish in 1849, the only wed dings con ducted here
were by spe cial licence.  On Au gust 31st, 1754, 
for in stance, Jo seph Curtis, wid ower, mar ried
Hannah Tay lor, widow, by licence.

The in cum bents of the cha pel were
pluralists, some of them of fi cials of the mother 

church. The vicar of Bushbury, Rich ard Nocke 
con ducted ser vices at St Thomas’s from be -
fore the church was con se crated and con tin -
ued to as sist, prob a bly un til his death on 16th 
May 1757. The Revd Ed ward Best re corded
his obit u ary in the Bilston Reg is ter:

“On this day died of a Dropsy at
Bushbury of which par ish he had been vicar
about nine years Rev Rich ard Nock, clerk.  
He was about 45 years of age.” [29]

Other sources give his age as 53. [38]

But St Thomas’s first ap pointed in cum -
bent was Revd Cornelius Jesson jnr (son of
the vicar of Wombourne and Trysull), who
was also vicar of En more in Somerset. He was 
nom i nated for the post by Mar tha Gough,
“Rightfull and law ful Patronefs of the Cha pel
of St Thomas”, whose beau ti ful hand writ ing
may still be ad mired on the 1750 form of
nom i na tion. Pre served, too, is Jesson’s less
than beau ti ful hand writ ten oath of loy alty to
George II, to gether with his dec la ra tion that he 
will re cog nise only the heirs of Electress
Sophia of Hanover, “be ing Prot es tants”, as
heirs to the Eng lish throne, whereas James
II’s son, the Old Pre tender:

“ pre tend ing to be tak ing upon him self the 
ti tle of King of Eng land by the name of James
the Third hath not any Right or ti tle of the
Crown of Eng land”

He was obliged also to ac cept the
Protestant line on tran sub stan ti a tion (the con -
ver sion in the Eu cha rist of the whole sub -
stance of the el e ments into the Body and
Blood of Christ):

“I, Cornelius Jesson jnr do de clare that I
be lieve there is not any tran sub stan ti a tion in
the Sac ra ment of the Lord’s Sup per or in the
El e ments of Bread and Wine at or after the
Con se cra tion thereof by any per son what so -
ever.” 

The Rec tors of Spaxton and Bawdrip and
John Coles, vicar of Bridgewater, were
Jesson’s ref er ees, but he may have bene fited
from the in flu ence of his un cle, John Jesson,
a rep u ta ble law yer in Wolverhampton and a
trustee. When he was away from Wednesfield,
ser vices were taken by Rich ard Nocke.

Jesson died in 1778 and was suc ceeded
by Revd Wil liam Jones, who was nom i nated
by Mar tha Gough’s son, John (now “the true
and un doubted pa tron”) and li censed as cu -
rate on 5th June of that year. From about
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1770 un til his death in 1793, Jones was also
cu rate of Bushbury. One year af ter his ap point -
ment as Vicar of Bushbury in 1765, Revd
Thomas Fletcher had suf fered a men tal break -
down. Al though he never re cov ered, he re -
mained in post un til his death in 1800. 
Con se quently, Jones had to carry out much of
Fletcher’s work as well as his own. On 12th
Feb ru ary 1780, he was ap pointed Reader at St
Pe ter’s on the nom i na tion of his friend, Revd
Ti tus Neve, Preb en dary of Hilton.

Pre sum ably, Jones was the cler gy man
who, on 26th Feb ru ary 1778, con ducted at St
Thomas’s the fu neral of Wil liam Iven, aged 115 
years. Ac cord ing to The Pub lic Ad ver tiser:

He was mar ried to four wives – to the last
when he was in his 105th year. The cler gy man, 
ask ing him why he woud marry at so ad vanced 
a pe riod, he said, “Through prin ci ple”, for he
had al ways led a vir tu ous life and al ways
would.

Re cords of St Thomas’s his tory are stud -
ded with ref er ences to var i ous char i ties, the
ear li est of which was prob a bly the one named
af ter John New ton, whose will of 1758 made
pro vi sion for ten shil lings to be paid each St
Thomas’s Day to ten poor wid ows or house -
keep ers. The money de rived from own er ship of 
one of the three sec tions of an open field called 
Latchfield. An other early bene fac tion be came
known as Fryer’s Char ity. The terms of John
Fryer’s will (dated 15 June 1778) charged
three closes of land called Sutton’s Coats in the 
lib erty of Wednesfield with the pay ment of one
guinea on the Feast of St Thomas each year to
the lo cal poor as fol lows: 20 shil lings to ten old 
men and ten old women and one shil ling to the 
Cha pel War den for his trou ble in dis trib ut ing
the money. John Fryer’s sec ond son, John,
(who died a bach e lor in 1848) gave land for the 
church school to his brother Rich ard and John 
Gough.

In 1786, Cop pice Farm, High Offley,
Eccleshall, was pur chased for £800, a quar ter
of which was pro vided by the Gough fam ily
and half by the Queen Anne’s Bounty Board.
The land was en closed around the year 1847
and was let at £90 per an num to Mr George
James un til his death on 1884. In the 1940s,
the yearly rent had fallen to £72 (of which, af -
ter Tithe and Land Tax de duc tions, St
Thomas’s re ceived £62) per haps due to a fall
in land val ues dur ing that pe riod. In 1946,  the 
48.75 acres of “pretty good land” were sold for
£2, 350 to Mr & Mrs J.R.Ball, ten ants since
1916.

Wednesfield Vil lains

Be side the en try “Wal ter Lane bur ied” in a  
par ish reg is ter burial en try for 6th Sep tem ber
1791 is a grim pen cil sketch of the gal lows.
On 17th May 1791, Wal ter Lane se nior of
Wednesfield was ar rested on sus pi cion of rob -
bing the church of Tibberton, Shrop shire. On
search ing his house, a sur plice and nap kin,
part of the prop erty lost, were dis cov ered [4].
On 24th Au gust 1791, Wal ter Lane and his
son Thomas were tried at Shrewsbury As -
sizes, the for mer on a charge of steal ing a
com mu nion plate from Tibberton and the lat -
ter on the charge of break ing into Pe ter Bott’s
shop at New port, Shrop shire. John Furber,
one of Thomas Lane’s ac com pli ces, had al -
ready been hanged, fol low ing the Shrewsbury
As sizes in March.

Why the Lane fam ily en gaged in crim i nal
ac tiv ity is un clear; they were re spected gen try
in the Wood End area and owned the Pheas -
ant Inn (orig i nally built in 1637), which was
sit u ated about 100 yards from the pres ent
pub lic house of that name, and they farmed 
much of the sur round ing land. Nev er the less,
at dead of night, they would carry home to
Wednesfield the spoils of their plun der ing,
car ried out mostly in Shrop shire. Ac cord ing
to lo cal leg end, they used a horse that had
been trained to make the jour ney home un ac -
com pa nied if nec es sary – a fiercesome crea -
ture it was a mis take to try and im pede and
whose shoes were nailed on the wrong way
round to con fuse any one at tempt ing to fol low
its tracks [5].

In the 18th cen tury, Wednesfield was out -
ri valled by its larger neigh bours in the pro vi -
sion of pop u lar di ver sions. Sel dom was there
a bull-fight, for in stance.....usu ally, only a bear 
or badger fight. At one such ‘sport ing’ event in
the vil lage, there was in suf fi cient beef to ap -
pease the large num ber of vis i tors, one of
whom cir cu lated the re port: “The Wednesfield
butcher had only killed half a cow, in tend ing
to feed the other half for next year!”

The Curly Wyrley

On 5th May, 1793, fol low ing the death in
of fice of Wil liam Jones, the liv ing was given to
Revd Charles Blackham, who, at the age of 57, 
was cu rate of Pelsall and Mas ter (ie. head mas -
ter) of Queen Mary’s Gram mar School,
Walsall where his an ces tors had served as
gov er nors since at least 1694.
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The only per sonal in for ma tion we have of
Blackham is that he was ac cus tomed to have
bread and milk for break fast. The school’s his -
tory re cords that “This op er a tion he would
com bine with morn ing prayers in the school by 
tak ing a spoon ful out of his bowl each time the
boys made a re sponse” [45].

Blackham had ar rived in Wednesfield just
two years be fore the open ing of  the ca nal
(though at least one source dates the ca nal
open ing at 1797). At about this time, the Revd
Stebbing Shaw, in his His tory of the County of
Staffordshire, wrote: “Wednesfield, or Wedge -
field as it is vul garly called, is a vil lage in the
par ish of Wolverhampton but in the Hun dred
of Offlow......there are many tumuli
there......the first four or five be ing yet vis i ble.
The new ca nal, called the Essington and
Wyrley, was cut through this place close to the
church yard.” 

 The ca nal, pos si bly the high est in Eng -
land, was cut to carry coal from Wyrley and
Essington to Wolverhampton and Walsall. It
was cre ated with out locks, go ing round rather
than across ar eas of raised ground The re sult
was many hump-backed bridges across it and
a wind ing course prompt ing the nick name the
‘Curly Wyrley’ Ca nal.

The Dis rep u ta ble Wil liam Moreton

In 1797, Queen Mary’s spent £731 on a
pri vate Act of Par lia ment author is ing, amongst
other things, var i ous im prove ments, the sale of 
land and the build ing of a cha pel (St Paul’s,

Walsall). The Act also gave the school a new
con sti tu tion, one clause of which read:

“No mas ter (i.e. head mas ter), usher, etc,
to teach out side his School or to of fi ci ate as
cu rate, reader or lec turer in the par ish
Church (i.e. St Mat thew’s); or per form any
cler i cal duty else where un less the gov er nors
con sent.”

 To their draft of the Act, the gov er nors
ap pended the words: 

“Noth ing herein con tained shall ex tend to
Charles Blackham to de prive him of his pres -
ent Church pre fer ment.”

How ever, the House of Lords de leted this
ad di tion, so that Blackham could not le gally
con tinue to of fi ci ate at St Thomas’s or at
Pelsall. Nev er the less, he ap pears to have done
so un til 1807 when Wil liam Cow ley suc ceeded 
him at Pelsall, but, ac cord ing to the sig na ture
on Bishop’s Tran scripts (an nual cop ies of par -
ish reg is ter en tries) from 1801 un til 1806 the
Cu rate of Wednesfield was Wil liam Moreton.
The Clergy Board in St Thomas’s Church is
clearly in cor rect in stat ing 1804 as the year
when Moreton’s du ties be gan here.

He was si mul ta neously the in cum bent of
St Giles, Willenhall. In May 1789, when an
elec tion had been held there for a min is ter to
suc ceed the late Ti tus Neve, Moreton se cured
67 votes as against his ri val’s 29.....but the
Lords of the Manor re fused to sign his nom i -
na tion or pre sen ta tion. Years of le gal wran -
gling ended when the Lord Chan cel lor or dered 
a sec ond poll. This took place in De cem ber
1795. Again, Moreton was suc cess ful and be -
came min is ter of Willenhall. Ac cord ing to a
mem o ran dum in the fam ily bi ble of the
Perkins fam ily, “a great day of re joic ing was
held on the oc ca sion” 

Moreton was born in 1759, but de tails of
his par ent age, place of birth or ed u ca tion have 
never been traced. He was ru moured to be an
il le git i mate ‘nephew’ of George III: one was
struck by his com mand ing pres ence and his
fa cial char ac ter is tics were thought to re sem ble 
those of the Royal Fam ily. [36]. He had been at
col lege with the Duke of York, and it is said
that he had pow er ful friends whose in flu ence
he could draw upon when nec es sary.

Cer tainly, the mis giv ings of the Lords of
the Manor were jus ti fied: not only did 
Moreton be come a drunk ard, but also “his fa -
vour ite oc cu pa tion con sisted of cock fight ing,
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bull bait ing and dog fight ing, and he was not
averse, when op por tu nity of fered, to a lit tle
poach ing on the es tates of the neigh bour ing
gen try.” [6]  In 1791, Moreton was fined £5 “for
sport ing with a gun and two set ting dogs, upon 
the Manor of H.Vernon Esq. of Hilton Park.”[7].

The out look of this “three bot tle man” was
ex pressed in the rhyme he was in the habit of
quot ing:

Let back and sides and head go bare
Let foot and hand go cold,
But God send belly good ale enough,
Whether it be new or old

But, to his credit, Moreton took good care
of Bob, the old grey mare he am bled about on,
and his prac tice of giv ing the an i mal a share of
ev ery tan kard of ale he supped caused Bob to
stop at each inn they came to, re fus ing to
budge un til re fresh ments had been served!
Moreton was noted for his de liv ery and for the
sound con struc tion of his ser mons. Nor was he 
blind to his own short com ings: he urged his
flock to do as he said, not what he did and he
achieved suc cess of a kind amongst the rough
pop u la tion to whom he min is tered.

Church life in Willenhall sank to a low
level, and, no doubt due to his un sa voury life -
style, noncomformity flour ished in the town.
By 1812, Moreton’s dis si pa tion and the cost of
the law suit to es tab lish his right to the
Willenhall cu racy drained his fi nances to such
an ex tent that he was obliged to make a deed of 
ar range ment with his cred i tors. The trustee
un der this deed was Thomas Hincks, cha -
pel-warden and a man of sub stance. It seems
that Hincks was in structed to pay Moreton £2
per week “from the rev e nues of the liv ing and
to use the rest to pay off his cred i tors.”
Moreton owed Hincks £34 but, ap par ently, this 
was never paid: in 1834, af ter the par son’s
death, Hincks wrote “bad” across the en try of
the debt in his led ger.

Moreton en joyed walk ing along the field
road from his house in Dimminsdale to the
Bull’s Head Inn, where he would wait for the
Lon don coach to ar rive with mail and news pa -
pers. Then he would sit in the large kitchen
and study the pa pers with his fa vour ite tip ple
of rum be side him.He main tained his rak ish
life style in the Willenhall area un til his death in 
1834. At his fu neral ser vice, his suc ces sor,
Revd G.H.Fisher said lit tle about the de ceased, 
but in stead took a cast ing-the-first-stone
stance:

”may you be awak ened to scru ti nize your
own stew ard ship, and in stead of
re cord ing the sins of the de parted, seek to 
be de liv ered whilst the Re deemer in vites
you, from those which are a bur den to
your con sciences.”

John Clare v Squire Gough

At St Thomas’s, Revd John Clare be came
of fi ci at ing min is ter in 1806 and served as
both per pet ual cu rate here and as vicar of
Bushbury un til the day of his death, 10th July 
1839. The son of Tim o thy Clare of Bewdley,
he was a Pub lic Preacher at St Pe ter’s and a
Jus tice of the Peace for the County of Stafford. 
Clare held strict views on Sunday ob ser vance
and once fined a butcher’s ser vant twenty shil -
lings for driv ing cat tle through
Wolverhampton on the Sab bath. A gift for
rhet o ric is seen in his printed ad dress of con -
do lence on the death in No vem ber 1817 of the 
Prince Re gent’s only child, the 22-year-old
daugh ter Prin cess Char lotte [30]. In the eyes of
the whole na tion, she had been heir to the
Crown, and Wulfrunians, their sen ti ments ex -
pressed of fi cially in ad dresses by Clare and
Revd John Reed (of St John’s), re garded her
loss as “ever to be la mented and ir rep a ra ble.”
[47]

For re lax ation, he en joyed shoot ing, but
this was clearly frowned upon by Mar tha
Gough’s grand son, John who was now the pa -
tron. Known lo cally as “Squire Gough”, John,
though wealth ier than any of his pre de ces sors, 
was an ti so cial, ec cen tric and mean. At Perry
Hall, for in stance, he had a small deer park,
“the ven i son of which is mostly sold at an ex -
trav a gant price, though the owner is pos -
sessed of about £4,000 per an num.”[12]

Mar tha Gough had died in 1768 and her
will of 1766 al lo cated in ter est on the £250 her 
late son Rich ard in tended for St Thomas’s as
yearly pay ment to a cu rate. To this was added
in ter est on £100 left in the 1767 will of her
brother-in-law Charles Gough of Walthamstow 
(a rich mer chant and a di rec tor of the Hon -
our able East In dia Com pany),  a sum in vested 
in Old South Sea An nu ities. In to tal, a Cu rate
was en ti tled to £17. 10s per an num from
these sources, but John Gough chose to lay
down cer tain con di tions be fore pay ing it to
John Clare: the new in cum bent had to ab stain 
from his pas time of shoot ing and must ful fil
cer tain min is te rial du ties.

Clare agreed. How ever, the money was
not paid, and even tu ally, the mat ter went
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before the Char ity Com mis sioners. Gough
main tained that Clare had not com plied with
the terms of the agree ment. Clare, on the other
hand, de clared that for two years or more, he
strictly per formed the whole agree ment, “when,
find ing that Mr Gough, though re peat edly urged, 
would not pay the in ter est due to him he con -
sid ered him self ab solved from his agree ment
and re sumed the di ver sion of shoot ing,” though
con tin u ing to dis charge his min is te rial du ties
con sci en tiously. The Com mis sioners found in
fa vour of Clare, stat ing that the pa tron had no
right to im pose such an agree ment in the first
place. The ex tra in come would have been use ful
to Clare. Twenty years af ter this time,  av er age
an nual in come for cu rates was only £81.[33]

Beat ing The Bounds

By 1811, Wednesfield’s pop u la tion had
grown to 1,248 (in ter est ingly, 156 more men
than women). [8] A reg u lar Ro ga tion cer e mony
of ‘Beat ing the Bounds’ of Wolverhampton par -
ish took three days. The event was use ful in
iden ti fy ing the var i ous es tates re spon si ble for
con trib ut ing to wards the can ons’ sti pends, but
it was the cus tom to read the Gos pel at var i ous 
points – usu ally un der trees (Gos pel trees)
grow ing near a par ish bound ary, but we know
that on the sec ond day of the 1824 pro ces sion, 
the Gos pel was first read at St Thomas’s, “the
clerk be ing in readi ness at the door,” be fore
the trav el lers moved on to Essington.[36]

A Meth od ist Cha pel in Rook ery Street was
opened in 1825 – the first off shoot of the
Wolverhampton Dar ling ton Street Meth od ist
Cir cuit. Prior to this, a group from Bilston had
brought Wes leyan Meth od ism to Wednesfield,
and their first meet ings were held in the
parlour of Wednesfield House op po site St
Thomas’s. When Trin ity Meth od ist opened in
1887, the Rook ery Street cha pel was used as a
school build ing.

Squire John Gough died on 8th Feb ru ary
1827 at the age of 79 and lies be neath the
chan cel at St Thomas’s [14]   His es tate passed
to his son John, who oc cu pied the “New Par -
son age house, gar den and plea sure gar dens”[15]

(near the ‘Prestwood Arms’) and also owned al -
most a third of Wednesfield.

 It was, pre sum ably, this John Gough who
be queathed £250 (in 3% con sol i dated bank an -
nu ities), the pro ceeds thereof to be used by the 
min is ter and church war dens of St Thomas’s to 
pro vide coals for the poor of Wednesfield on
Christ mas Day. John died child less in 1844,
his es tate, with the ex cep tion of Oldfallings,

pass ing to a rel a tive, Fred er ick Gough
Calthorpe, who as sumed the Gough sur name
and arms.[16].     Oldfallings was left by John’s
widow, Jane Eliz a beth, to her brother, John
Moore Paget (1791–1866), who be came pa tron 
of St Thomas’s. In 1915, his grand son sold
Oldfallings Hall as an “At trac tive and his toric
Coun try Man sion” [17].   Soon af ter it dis ap -
peared. Our Lady and St Chad’s R.C. School
stands there now.

A School For Wednesfield

Set round about the year 1837, though
writ ten in 1844–7 when he was MP for
Shrewsbury, Benjamin Dis raeli’s novel ‘Sybil’
pres ents a vivid pic ture of so cial and in dus -
trial con di tions in the Mid lands. His fic tional
town of ‘Wodgate’ is al most cer tainly
Willenhall [44], though Dis raeli drew on his
knowl edge of dif fer ent in dus trial ar eas, in -
clud ing, pre sum ably, Wednesfield:

“Wodgate, or Wogate, as it was called on
the map, was a dis trict that in old days had
been con se crated to Woden.”

 On the area’s pro found il lit er acy, the nov -
el ist de clares:

“There are many in this town who are ig -
no rant of their very names; very few who can
spell them.”

 Even al low ing for ar tis tic licence, the
writer de scribed a sit u a tion se ri ous enough to
be of con cern to John Clare, whose  great est
con tri bu tion to Wednesfield was per haps his
fund rais ing for the build ing in 1837 of a
school “for the ed u ca tion of the chil dren of the
la bour ing classes of all re li gious per sua sions”.

Dame Schools, the stan dards of which
were not gen er ally im pres sive, were the only
form of tu tor ing avail able in the area be fore
this time and these per sisted in Wednesfield
un til as late as 1905.

Land at the junc tion of New Street and
Hickman Street was given by Rich ard Fryer, a
Non con form ist, and a grant of £75 was made
by the Com mit tee for Ed u ca tion.  The rest of
the money was raised by vol un tary sub scrip -
tions col lected by Clare, who pro duced a pam -
phlet urg ing par ish sup port for the school
where chil dren could be taught at the rate of 
“one penny per week for read ing and two-pence 
per week for read ing and writ ing.” Ac cord ing
to Clare’s cal cu la tions, a penny a week is four
shil lings and four pence a year, and in four
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years – at a cost of nine teen shil lings and four
pence – a child would be suf fi ciently in structed 
to read their Bi ble and learn their duty to God, 
their par ents and their coun try. (As a later in -
cum bent wryly ob served, the fact that Clare’s
sums are two shil lings out sug gests a lit tle
arith me tic was needed too!)

The build ing was rect an gu lar in shape,
rather lofty with a steep slop ing roof.

Ac counts for the year end ing De cem ber
1849 show:

Sal aries:
By Mr H. Davies, Mas ter................................. £50.
Mrs Corkindale, late Mis tress, 
half-year end ing June 24th ............................ £10.
Miss Howis, Mis tress, 
half-year end ing De cem ber 24th.................... £10.

Gen eral Ex penses:
By Books .............................................................. £3. 7.   5
Sta tio nery, Reg is ter Books, Slates etc .................. 

£2. 17. 10
Re pairs ................................................................. £1.    7.   4
An ni ver sary ex penses .......................................... £2.     4.   0
In ci den tals ........................................................... £1.  16. 11
                                                                                £81. 13.  6

The life of this par tic u lar school build ing
was rel a tively short. By the 1850s, it was too
small to ac com mo date chil dren of Wednesfield’s
grow ing pop u la tion; ef forts to sell the site were
be ing made in 1882 and  the build ing was in a
state of di lap i da tion, “un fit for any use”[9] by
1894.

A study of bap tis mal en tries in the par ish
reg is ter gives an in ter est ing pic ture of the lim ited
range of trades pur sued in the par ish. In a typ i -
cal month in 1833, there were 61 chil dren bap -
tised, their fa thers be ing em ployed as fol lows:

Keymakers/keysmiths 20
la bour ers 15
lock smiths 8
trapmakers 4
col liers 3
farm ers 3
hingemakers 2
wheel wrights 1
brick lay ers 1
clockmakers 1
car pen ter 1
trunk han dle maker 1

 (One child be ing ‘il le git i mate’, no pa ren tal trade is
re corded)

A Com mer cial Di rec tory pro -
duced some years later ac cred ited
Wednesfield with 60 key-makers, 30
lock-makers, 22 Trap-makers, 6 re -
tail ers of beer, 2 malsters, 1 tai lor, 1
sad dler and 1 brick layer.

It is still pos si ble to read the poi -
gnant word ing on an 1834 grave stone

sit u ated by the path way on the south side of
St Thomas’s Church:

Jane, aged 52 years
Dear hus band, when my grave you see

Re mem ber you must fol low me.
Your peace with God then strive to make

 And love my chil dren for my sake.

Clare’s min is try ended dra mat i cally and
trag i cally. Hav ing charge also of Bushbury
par ish, he re sided at the Dean ery in
Wolverhampton. It was in the cel lar of that
build ing that, on the night of 10th–11th July
1839, at the age of 75, he took his own life.

At the in quest held at the Pea cock Inn,
Wolverhampon and re ported by the
Wolverhampton Chron i cle, Clare’s ser vant
Hephyelah Fos ter told how she found her
mas ter in the kitchen at 7 am on July 11th:

On go ing into it she ex claimed, “Oh dear,
how dark it is,” and was go ing to put a bas ket
of plate, which she had brought down stairs,
upon the dresser, when, on ap proach ing it,
she looked up, and saw her mas ter. The dark -
ness in the kitchen was caused by the win dow
blinds be ing drawn. Her mas ter was in an up -
right po si tion, with his arms down by his side, 
but she did not then see that he was sus -
pended.

Fos ter sought the help of a man ser vant,
who went to the kitchen in the com pany of
John Hargrove, land lord of the Black Boy
pub lic house.

The man took him into the lower kitchen, 
and there he saw the de ceased hang ing by a
rope fas tened around his neck, and sus -
pended from a hook in the kitchen beam. He
had his feet upon the ground, with his knees a 
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lit tle bent, but the weight of his body was on
the rope [34]

 Wit nesses tes ti fied that Clare had been a
changed man since the death, three or four
years ear lier, of his son Fred er ick, who had
been “ship wrecked, mur dered and de voured
by sav ages in a for eign is land.”Amongst his
other chil dren was the Revd George Boodle
Clare, Vicar of Shareshill and, later, the first
Vicar of St George’s, Wolverhampton.

Ma jor Re con struc tion

For the next six months, the Revd Ed ward 
Rathbone of fi ci ated at St Thomas’s, and, then,
in De cem ber 1839, the Revd Wil liam Lee
Afflett Parker of Chollock in Kent be gan a
ten-year min is try here.

In the fol low ing June, the Revd H.R.Slade,
a lec turer at Hampton Court, was in vited to
preach at St Thomas’s and found the church
“in a mel an choly state of dirt and di lap i da -
tion”(per haps an im prove ment on the sit u a tion 
at the end of the 18th cen tury when part of the
church was re ported to be over grown 
with grass!)

Dur ing the pe riod 1831–1851,
about two thou sand churches were
built in the UK, and plan ners were
ad vised that build ings should be
large enough to ac com mo date
50–60% of the pop u la tion.With its
mere 150 seats, St Thomas’s was
now too small to serve Wednesfield,
and on 7th April 1842, a meet ing
was held to ar range for an ap pli ca -
tion for a fac ulty for en larg ing the
church. It was re ported that £1,943
had al ready been given to wards the
cost of the work and a com mit tee (in -
clud ing the in cum bent and his cha pel 
war dens John Stan ley and Job Bick -
ley) was formed to un der take it. Lon -
don ar chi tects, Wyatt and Brandon,
were called in to de sign a new church 
in ac cor dance with a fac ulty which
pro vided for tak ing down 

the said an cient cha pel of
Wednesfield and all the pews therein
and to erect a new cha pel on the
site.[30]

The work cost around £2,000.
The tower was left in tact, but the
walls of the nave were taken down,
the win dows on ei ther side be ing

care fully pre served, to gether with some of the  
brick work. A gal lery was con structed and the
new church as sumed its pres ent pro por tions – 
with the ex cep tion of the chan cel. In the first
church this had been very small and the choir
had sat close to where the pul pit is to day. In
1843, the chan cel was slightly en larged, but
the choir still sat in the nave. The box pews
were re moved and a more up-to-date de sign of 
pine and red deal pan els sub sti tuted. A choir
ves try ad join ing the west door was added, the
floor be ing laid with or na men tal tiles [10]

Twenty years later, the build ing was de -
scribed as “large and com mo di ous” but “quite
in no cent of any thing like ar chi tec tural dis play.
Per haps one rea son for  its plain ness is that the
old win dows were, for the sake of econ omy,
worked up into the new build ing.” [28]

The church re-opened on the last day of
Feb ru ary in 1843, with a Shrove Tues day ser -
vice taken by the Revd G. Frazer of St Mary’s,
Wolverhampton. Ac cord ing to the
Wolverhampton Chron i cle, “The col lec tion at
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Wednesfield Cha pel...to wards the re build ing
fund amounted to up wards of £44.”

   A fac ulty granted on 22nd Feb ru ary 1843
ap proves the al lot ment of new pews as fol lows:

John Gough – 4 pews
George Phil lips of Leamington – 2 pews
Louis Hayes Pe tit of Lin colns Inn, Middlesex  –   2 pews
Rich ard Fryer of the Wergs – 2 pews

Chol era

To ob tain wa ter in Wednesfield meant car -
ry ing it home in a bucket or pail and wait ing for
the sed i ment to set tle be fore us ing it.

Chol era, which thrives where wa ter is con -
tam i nated and which had been creep ing through 
the Black Coun try since the 1830s, did not se ri -
ously af fect Wednesfield un til the 1840s, though
White’s Di rec tory of 1834 re cords one
(non-fatal) case [48]. Ac cord ing to the 1848 re port 
of the Chol era Com mis sion:

“The death rate in Wednesfield was better
than Bilston, Willenhall or Wolverhampton,
and Wednesfield’s rate of 28 per thou sand
was pri mar ily due to the Grove Street dis trict

of the Heath, the only part of Wednesfield
af fected.  The streets were un paved and
abound with nui sances, there be ing no
drains or sew ers at all. There was no pub -
lic light ing, the gas not hav ing reached
Wednesfield. Wednesfield con sists pri mar -
ily of one street and many in hab it ants en -
gaged in ag ri cul ture, be ing 3,535 acres
and a pop u la tion of 4,000. There be ing no
burial ground, ex cept that around the
church, if the sex ton dies there is no where 
to bury him.”

There fol lowed a re port on the
Wednesfield dis tricts of Moseley Hole and
Portobello, where wa ter was in short sup ply
and gut ters choked with rub bish that in -
cluded dead dogs.

A year later, the daily in ter ment of
Wednesfield chol era vic tims was still be ing
re corded in the par ish reg is ter:

22nd Sep tem ber Child in Adey grave right op po site yew tree.
23rd Sep tem ber Child.  Ty phus Fe ver.
23rd Sep tem ber Woman  (Name in dis tinct) grave closed up
25th Sep tem ber Baby 1 yr. Fe ver. In grave by her self 5’0”
26th Sep tem ber Small boy. 1st fe ver then Chol era. 
        This is the sec ond out of this house.1st in 

deep grave.             
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1st Not of North Gate.
29th Sep tem ber Small boy14 hrs. 4’0” in grave above Ol i ver. 

Was in church last Sunday. 
Oc to ber 1st Boy from Buggins Lane. Wed.

About this time, the Wolverhampton Gas
Light and Coke Com pany brought gas to
Wednesfield, and a new wa ter com pany was
formed be tween Willenhall, Bilston and
Wolverhampton. But min ing op er a tions at
Portobello made a wa ter and drain age sys tem
dif fi cult. Af ter an in ves ti ga tion, the Board of
Health pro posed the es tab lish ment of a sep a -
rate board for the Wednesfield area, re spon si -
ble for the pro vi sion and main te nance of
ad e quate sew ers.

John Bate was a vol un tary “sur veyor” to
the Wednesfield Ves try and Lo cal Gov ern ment
Board be tween 1846–1849 and in 1851.
Amongst other things, he was re spon si ble for
en sur ing that holes in the high way were filled
in.[4]. His fam ily mon u ment stands prom i nently 
in a cor ner of the church yard. John Bate’s fa -
ther, Thomas, is bur ied there, and Thomas’s
son Frank was bap tised here in 1884 but died
in White Rock, Brit ish Co lum bia in 1980. Re -
turning to Eng land dur ing the First World War, 
Frank had his son, F.E.Bate, bap tised at St
Thomas’s, and, in 1981, ac com pa nied by his
wife, this great-grandson of John Bate paid a
re turn visit to Wednesfield from Al berta, Can -
ada.

Un der the Wolverhampton Cu racy Act of
1848, the Pe cu liar was abol ished, Wednesfield
par ish was formed and, on 4th Feb ru ary 1849, 
the Revd Wil liam Stephens be came the first
Vicar of St Thomas’s, an in cum bency he was to 
hold for the next thirty one and a half years.

Also in 1849, John Moore Paget, whose
home was at East Cranmore in Somerset,
trans ferred the right of pa tron age to the
Bishop of the di o cese. Gen er ously, in 1851 he
gave a house and two to three acres of land to
St Thomas’s “as a res i dence for the in cum bent
of the said church” [18]  to gether with one thou -
sand pounds.  The vic ar age field was rented
out at £10 per an num. 

Later, to pro vide a through car riage way for 
the Vicar’s horse-drawn ve hi cle from the
church to the vic ar age, the thor ough fare now
known as Vic ar age Road was con structed.

John Moore Paget also gave land in 1850
for the build ing of the first of St Thomas’s four 
daugh ter churches – Holy Trin ity, Heath Town. 
A com mit tee headed by Stephens ap pointed
Ed ward Banks as ar chi tect, an ap peal for

funds was made, and Wolverhampton mer -
chant Henry Rog ers, who con trib uted £2,000,
laid the foun da tion stone on 4th June 1850.
Built in the Vic to rian Gothic style, the church
opened on 21st July 1852 – de scribed by the
lo cal press as “one of the fin est spec i mens of
ec cle si as ti cal ar chi tec ture in the dis trict”.[39]

Stephens gave Henry Rog ers the per pet ual
right of pre sen ta tion, and on April 1st, 1853,
from the par ish of Wednesfield, the new ‘Dis -
trict Chapelry’ of Wednesfield Heath was
formed. Revd Sam uel Thomas Sproston
moved from Ches ter Di o cese to live in
Wednesfield Heath in 1850, and (with an an -
nual sti pend of £100 paid in quar terly in stal -
ments) was li censed to of fi ci ate at the build ing 
on Wednesfield Heath” He served at Holy Trin -
ity for twenty years, but its ‘per pet ual cu rate’
did not ob tain the ti tle Vicar un til 1869 and
only in 1882 did the area be come a Par ish in
the civil, as well as ec cle si as ti cal, sense as
Heath Town.

The Meth od ists were ac tive in
Wednesfield, too, at this time and Hickman
Street Meth od ist Cha pel was built in 1850 for
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the Prim i tive Meth od ists who had been meet ing 
in a cot tage in Lichfield Road. A larger cha pel
was built on an ad join ing site thirty-five years
later, ac com mo dat ing an ex tra 120 wor ship -
pers. Also, 1860 saw the open ing of Wood End
Meth od ist Church, orig i nally part of the
Willenhall Cir cuit and one of the churches that
united to form the new Wednesfield Meth od ist
Church built on its site and open ing in 1983.

In fifty years, the vil lage’s pop u la tion had
in creased four fold from 1,088 to 4, 853.
Wednesfield still had a ru ral char ac ter to some 
ex tent. In 1851, there was much pas ture land
and the pop u la tion in cluded 51 farm ers, 17 of
whom lived in the vil lage cen tre and kept cows
there. But the farm ers now rubbed shoul ders
with a large num ber of keymakers, lockmakers 
and trapmakers.

In 1851, a gas sup ply was laid on at St
Thomas’s, the or gan was placed in the gal lery,
the South door was bricked up and the ex ist -
ing West door con structed.  Church war den,
John Ed ward Bealey gave the two Glastonbury
chairs which stand in the Chan cel. They were
made from Wednesfield oak at a time when
dec o ra tive carv ing was fash ion able.

The work com pleted, St Thomas’s
re-opened for di vine ser vice on Sunday 26th
Oc to ber, when the Revd Wil liam Dal ton, Ru ral
Dean and Vicar of St Paul’s, Wolverhampton,
preached.

In the same year, the Church Com mis -
sioners wrote to the Par ish Ves try “draw ing at -
ten tion to the ur gent ne ces sity of pro vid ing a
new burial ground forth with, the pres ent burial 
ground be ing filled with corpses” and to the “
ex treme dif fi culty of find ing room for in ter ment 
with out dis turb ing the re mains of bod ies al -
ready bur ied there.” Peo ple com plained of the
stench that arose when a grave was opened or
dis turbed.

Stephens chaired a meet ing to dis cuss the
prob lem. It would have been pos si ble to pur -
chase a new burial ground us ing the pro ceeds
of the sale of the work house, but it was felt
that this money should be spent on a new Na -
tional School and it was de cided to levy a rate
to pro vide the burial ground. The pro cess of
col lect ing this rate was well un der way be fore it 
was found to be in valid in law.  As an al ter na -
tive, there fore, vol un tary sub scrip tions were
re quested.

Room was found in 1852 for 13-year-old
Rich ard, whose touch ing ep i taph may still be

read on his stone at the south side of the
church:

Though young I tried with all my heart
To do as I was told.
To please our par ents when we are young
Will give us joy when old.
At night my sis ter and my self
By mother’s side we knelt
To thank God with our art less prayer
For all the joy we felt.

But the grave yard is sue dragged on un til
1855, when the old church yard  was closed by 
Or der in Coun cil and land for the Graiseley
Lane church yard (2 acres, 0 rods, 7 perches)
was bought for £313 from James
Bartholomew Pidgeon, who do nated one acre.
The burial ground was con se crated by Bishop
Lons dale on June 6th.

On Sep tem ber 12th, at the age of 50,
Jemima Stephens, wife of the vicar, was bur -
ied there ......”and the af fec tion of some of the
pa rish io ners had del i cately strewn the ground
with flow ers.” [19] 

Also in 1855, a mor tu ary cha pel was built 
in the new burial ground, and it was be neath
this cha pel that Stephens him self would be
laid to rest years later. The cha pel lasted lit tle
more than a cen tury; by 1960, it was “in a
dan ger ous con di tion” and had to be de mol -
ished. 

The church bell broke in 1852 and a new
one weigh ing over 7 cwts (al most three times
the weight of its pre de ces sor) was in stalled the 
fol low ing year at a cost of £48 – plus £19 for
the wheel frame etc but less £10 for the old
bell.

Stephens was so con cerned at the low
level of lit er acy in Wednesfield and at the in ad -
e quate size of the school opened in New Street 
dur ing John Clare’s in cum bency that he set to 
work to build a re place ment. In 1856,
Wednesfield’s sec ond school build ing opened
in Graiseley Lane on the site then known as
‘Shoul der of Mut ton Piece’ and now oc cu pied
by Wil liam Bentley Court. Or i ginally planned
for 400, how ever, it was never able to ac com -
mo date so many prop erly, even af ter ex ten -
sions in 1874. It was heated by coal fires and
lit with oil lamps. The play ground was un -
paved and ashes had to be put down in win -
ter. Each week, the boys had the task of
clean ing the play ground and the lav a to ries.
Re cords show that, in the twelve years end ing
in 1864, the par ish spent £20, 000 for church 
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ed u ca tional pur poses, though even in 1870
only 32% of Wednesfield chil dren aged 5 – 13
were at school. Not un til 1883 was wa ter laid
on, and there was no sup ply to wash in ten
years later whilst sew age re mained as earth
clos ets.

Fol low ing its clo sure in 1856, the old
school build ing stood empty and un used
.....though an 1868 doc u ment states that it was 
be ing used on Sat ur days “for re liev ing the out -
door pau pers”.[23]  By its orig i nal Deed, it was
to have been run in af fil i a tion with the Brit ish
and For eign School So ci ety, which un der Dis -
senting pa tron age, was open to all de nom i na -
tions – un like the Na tional Schools founded
“ac cord ing to the prin ci ples of the Church of
Eng land” [19].St Thomas’s was cer tainly used as 
a Brit ish So ci ety School, but, as the foun da tion 
stone tes ti fied, its found ers had in tended it to
be a Na tional School, and there now fol lowed
many years of cor re spon dence con cern ing the
build ing.  The Brit ish So ci ety for bade its sale
but would al low noth ing for the new Na tional
School.   In the late 1890s it was let, in its di -
lap i dated con di tion, to Mr Wyman, a builder,
but was not fi nally de mol ished un til the 1930s. 

The Revd Wil liam Stephens took an ac tive
part in par ish life at a time when ig no rance,
ill-health and pov erty sent out a  chal lenge to
the re form ing spirit of those with in flu ence in
the com mu nity. He was not al ways an easy
man to deal with.  His role in cre at ing a new
school may have been a prom i nent one, but
suc ces sive head mas ters failed to come to
terms with his re sent ment of those le gal re -
stric tions which sought to  limit the amount of
re li gious ed u ca tion that was to be taught, and
he per sisted in at tempt ing to ex tend it be yond
the let ter of the law. 

An en try for 22 Au gust 1873 by the then
head mas ter in the school log book reads:

“Children of the 1st, 2nd and 3rd
Classes taken by the Vicar in In fants Class -
room for scrip ture at 11.15 am un der pro test
that by do ing so I was li a ble to be sus pended
from serv ing in the of fice of School Mas ter”

Fric tion be tween Stephens and a pre vi ous
Head is seen in log book en tries such as the
fol low ing:
“Was ab sent from school from 11 am to day on
pri vate busi ness”
Be neath which, the Vicar has writ ten:  “With -
out leave”

Nev er the less, Ste phen’s vis ited the school
daily – some times twice a day – and used the
pul pit to en cour age cash do na tions. When at -
ten dance had been good, he of ten gave per -
mis sion for a half hol i day and the chil dren
were al lowed to play at the Prestwood Road
vic ar age, the ex ten sive grounds of which were
bor dered by mead ows where the chil dren
could romp at will. From 1863, sim i lar treats
were held an nu ally on May Day, when the lit tle 
ones were taken on a horse-drawn wagon
lead ing a pro ces sion to the meadow.

When, as was fre quently the case, at ten -
dances were not good, Stephens took ap pro -
pri ate ac tion. Some par ents were in the habit
of keep ing their chil dren away from school to
at tend Wolverhampton Races at the West
Park, and an 1869 en try in the school log
book reads:

The Vicar came in on Tues day and spoke
to those of the 1st and 2nd class pres ent of
the evils of horse-racing and af ter wards took
them for a quar ter of an hour on the books of
the Old Tes ta ment.

 Some thing of his char ac ter can be seen
in the un dated re port by Stephens him self of
an in ci dent oc cur ring  dur ing his min is try at
St Thomas’s:

“On Sunday last the in hab it ants of
Wednesfield liv ing near the Par ish Church
were alarmed, soon af ter morn ing ser vice, by
ob serv ing smoke com ing from un der the
slates of the roof at the east ern end of the
church. As sis tance was im me di ately ob tained, 
and slates re moved, when it was found that
some of the raf ters had been con sumed and
the ad join ing beams were in a smoul der ing
state. Be ing dis cov ered so soon, it was quickly 
put out, with but lit tle dam age to the sa cred
build ing. About two o’clock, within an hour of
its be ing dis cov ered, Col o nel Hogg and a num -
ber of his force, with the town en gine, ar rived
on the spot; also the en gines of the Bir ming -
ham In sur ance Com panies, but as the fire had 
been sub dued, their ser vices were not re -
quired. The or i gin of this fire is traced to the
pip ing of one of the stoves be ing fixed in a
chim ney which was sup posed to have been the 
ves try chim ney, but which is now found to
have no connexion with it, the top, hith erto
con cealed, open ing di rectly un der the raf ters
and beams of the roof. No one un til now was
aware of there be ing two chim neys and the
work men who have been en gaged in fix ing the
pip ing have re peat edly stated that there was
but one flue.
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Al though it caused much ex cite ment on
the above–named day, the pa rish io ners have
rea son to be thank ful that the cause of it has
been dis cov ered, oth er wise the church might
have been burnt to the ground. We are re -
quested to ex press, thus publickly (sic) the
thanks of the Vicar and War dens to Col o nel
Hogg and the In sur ance Com panies, and to the 
in hab it ants gen er ally for their ex treme readi -
ness to do what they could un der the cir cum -
stances. There was no in ter rup tion to the
ac cus tomed ser vice which com menced as
usual at 3 o’clock.  We would add that the
vicar, see ing so large a con course of peo ple in
the church yard, many of whom, un for tu nately
for them selves, never visit any place of wor -
ship, took the op por tu nity briefly to ex hort
them to at tend the pub lic or di nances of re li -
gion, that they might es cape the fu ture of the
con demned, where “the worm dieth not, and
the fire is not quenched.”

If John Birch, Stephens’s suc ces sor at St
Thomas’s, read the above, he would have been
struck by its un in tended irony in the light of
his en coun ter with a fire that was not
quenched in time!

On April 1st, 1863, Stephens chaired a
pub lic meet ing at the Na tional School, “there
be ing a crowded at ten dance of over 60 pa rish -
io ners.” [20]. It was the first of sev eral meet ings,
which led to the adop tion (by a vote of 38 for
and 23 against) of the 1858 Lo cal Gov ern ment
Act and the
es tab lish ment 
of a lo cal
Board for
Wednesfield.
Al though, the 
Board was to 
co-exist with
the lo cal Ves -
try un til
1901, the
mea sure met 
with op po si -
tion from vil -
lag ers
con cerned
for the free -
dom “to put
their pig
styes where
they wished.”
[20]

In 1866,
the year when 
lockmaker

Thomas Squire (the un cle of Al fred) set up a
Wednesfield-based busi ness sup ply ing iron
and steel strips and wires, Stephens started
eve ning adult ed u ca tion classes. Un der his
per sonal su per in ten dence, “up wards of 50
men and women met reg u larly for in struc tion in 
the ru di ments of so cial sci ence and other kin -
dred stud ies.” His daugh ter Eliz a beth was a
pu pil. So, too, was Joshua Dyke – brought up
at No. 6 New Street but em i grat ing in 1873 to
Can ada where he be came Mayor of Fort Wil -
liam, On tario and one of the coun try’s lead ing
Meth od ist pas tors.[31]

In the fol low ing year, Mr J.W.Done, who
was to ren der gen er ous ser vice as church war -
den at St Thomas’s, es tab lished his bak ery in
Wednesfield, and it was about this time that a
lit tle es tate called the Or chard Build ings was
con structed on open ground near to the
Church Bridge and run ning through to where
Duke Street is sit u ated. One of the streets was
called Light house Row be cause, fac ing the ca -
nal, the lights of its houses, glow ing un der the
bridge arch, would greet bargees and their fam -
i lies ap proach ing Wednesfield in the dark. [21]

A Lit tle Do mes tic Strife

By 1870, St Thomas’s was found to be
“in great need of res to ra tion and re -
pair....some parts of it in a very di lap i dated
state and...gen er ally un be com ing a place set
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apart and ded i cated to the wor ship of Al mighty 
God.” [43]

Ste phen’s headed a com mit tee formed to
pro ceed with the nec es sary al ter ations and an
ap pli ca tion for re pairs and im prove ments at St 
Thomas’s was heard at Lichfield. One of the
church war dens at the time was Wil liam
Bradburn – al most cer tainly he of the canal-
side ar ti fi cial ma nure works Bradburn and Co
(though the Trade Di rec tory also lists a Wil -
liam Bradburn ju nior op er at ing in Wednesfield 
at the time as a tarpauling man u fac turer).    

Church war den Bradburn “and cer tain
other pa rish io ners” op posed any in ter nal al ter -
ations un til the fab ric it self and es pe cially the
church yard wall had been put in a thor ough
state of re pair. Since he lived at Wednesfield
House fac ing the church, the ap pear ance of the 
wall was doubt less of con sid er able im por tance
to Bradburn. The Chan cel lor found in his fa -
vour, and Stephens was re quired to pay £30
costs, though Mr Hodson, the vicar’s proc tor,
gave no tice of ap peal to the Arches Court (un til 
1965, the Con sis tory Court of the Prov ince of
Can ter bury).

By De cem ber 1870, Stephens’s party had
agreed to pro ceed no fur ther with the ap peal,
but fac ulty per mis sion was given for the height -
en ing of chan cel win dows and the resiting of
the pul pit.  Also, Stephens was  al lowed to re -
move from within the al tar rails frames con -
tain ing the Creed, Lord’s Prayer and Ten
Com mand ments and to have these painted on
the walls in stead.

Re pairs to the wall and the var i ous
changes were made at a cost of £254. 6s. 6d,
the area’s ma jor land own ers the Duke of Cleve -
land  and the Duke of Suther land do nat ing £50 
and £10 re spec tively.

From the Chan cel lor’s rul ing, we also
know that, in some ways, at tend ing ser vices in
1870 would have seemed rather strange to us.
The im prove ments he stip u lated in cluded the
fol low ing:

* That the coals be re moved from the
north-east porch of the said church, and
that it be used hence for ward for the
en trance and exit of the con gre ga tion.

* That the pres ent stoves be re moved from 
the cen tre aisle, and the church be
heated by hot-air ap pa ra tus

* That free seats be placed down the
cen tre aisle as be fore

At St Thomas’s, the chan cel was en larged
again in 1871–72, and, in mem ory of his wife
Emma, church war den John Bealey (who had
ear lier sup ported Stephens against Bradburn) 
gave the three stained glass win dows that,
amaz ingly,  sur vived the 1902 fire. 

Pol i tics And Rhu barb Sticks    

Emmie and Do ris Beard re call their
grand mother’s tales of Gen eral Elec tion vi o -
lence in Wednesfield. At the age of 8, Fanny
Ma son had been kitchen-maid to Squire
George Phil lips. Elec tion day fight ing was tra -
di tional. Armed with rhu barb sticks from the
al lot ments, men did bat tle in the High Street
and on at least one oc ca sion a stone was
thrown through the Squire’s win dow. Later, as 
his house keeper in Well Lane, she was sent
out by her mas ter to bring in the in jured, and
at about mid night sol diers from
Wolverhampton would ar rive to round up any
com bat ants who had not dis persed by then. 

The Par lia men tary Elec tion of 1873 was
the only time in the his tory of Wednesfield
when an at tempt was made to read the Riot
Act. A bunch of pro fes sional pu gi lists ar rived
from Wolverhampton to in flu ence the vot ing,
but met with op po si tion. Af ter the elec tion, the 
Wolverhampton Sti pen di ary, Mr Isaac
Spooner, dealt with the of fend ers so se verely
that he was known there af ter as “Cruel Isaac”.

The law had a long mem ory in those days, 
it seems.  One ring leader sought by the po lice
joined the army to es cape and was away in In -
dia for twenty years. Nev er the less, when he fi -
nally re turned to Eng land, he was ar rested!

A re port to the lo cal gov ern ment board
dated 9th July 1874 by a Doc tor Ballard gave
the pop u la tion of Wednesfield (in clud ing part
of New In ven tion) as 3,700. Twenty-five years
af ter the chol era out break, Dr Ballard found
that “Want of drain age is one of the most fla -
grant faults of the Wednesfield Lo cal Board
Dis trict. It is a mat ter about which the Lo cal
Board ap pears to give no con cern what ever.”
More than a page of the re port deals with the
trade nui sance aris ing from Bradburn’s ar ti fi -
cial ma nure works (es tab lished in Wednesfield 
in 1859), The  ref er ence to “of fen sive ef flu via”
is hardly sur pris ing; the ma nure’s in gre di ents
in cluded “sheep’s trot ters, dam aged meat,
horse flesh, of fal, blood, fish and night soil” .

15



In 1875, the North Walsall Rail way came to
Wednesfield and within two years 28 trains a day 
were ar riv ing at the sta tion sit u ated off Neachells
Lane at the end of Well Lane.

On Sat ur day, 29th July 1876, the High
Sher iff of Staffordshire, Rich ard H. Briscoe,
Esq., of Somerford Hall, opened an in fants
school – sited on part of the play ground area of
the school in Graiseley Lane. 

John Birch

Af ter 32 years as “the most in flu en tial man
in the dis trict” [20],  Stephens died on 7th Oc to ber
1880 and a stone lin ing the church yard path (pre -
sum ably brought there from the Graiseley Lane
cem e tery) re cords that he lies with mem bers of
his fam ily in a vault.

On Feb ru ary 7th of the fol low ing year,
church war dens Josiah Hyde and James W. Done
of fi ci ated at the in stal la tion of the Revd John
Birch, who was to serve at St Thomas’s for  34
years, as sisted for much of that time by his son
Howard. A plaque in the gal lery serves as a me -
mo rial to the “five in fant chil dren of John and
Jane Anne Birch”; pre sum ably, the chil dren died
dur ing the term of Birch’s in cum bency here. No
one alive to day re mem bers Birch, though Iris
Millington re calls that her grand mother, who de -

liv ered mail to the Vic ar age, would stoutly re fuse
his re quest that let ters ad dressed to the maids be 
handed over to him first!

“Ex ten sive re pairs and al ter ations” were
made to the church in 1884.  The or gan was
moved into the chan cel, and the South porch was 
con verted into a choir ves try with or na men tal
floor tiles which can still be seen to day. Ac cord -
ing to a press re port,

The old-fashioned high-backed seats have
been re moved, and oth ers of mod ern con struc -
tion, made of pitch pine and red deal pan els,
have been sub sti tuted....  The dingy som bre ap -
pear ance of the walls, ceil ing and chan cel has
now given place to highly ar tis tic em bel lish -
ments.....The chan cel can opy is tinted in cobald
blue, with cen tre rays of glory and stars in gold. 
The cor nices and mould ings and the pat terns are 
also picked in with gold.....and any one ac -
quainted with the pre vi ous in te rior will be agree -
ably sur prised at the trans for ma tion that has
taken place.

A re-opening ser vice took place at 7 pm on
Thurs day, 4th Sep tem ber when the preacher was 
the Ven er a ble Sir Lovelace Stamer, Bart, Arch -
dea con of Stoke. We know that the choir mas ter
at this time was a Mr Fos ter, while a Mr Simpson 
of Wolverhampton played the or gan. The of fer -
tory at this ser vice was £8. 13. 8d – a gen er ous
sum for that time, though St Thomas’s was once
again in debted to the Duke of Cleve land and the
Duke of Suther land for con trib ut ing £50 and £10 
re spec tively to wards the £400 cost of the work.

An 1886 ac count of St Thomas’s seat ing ca -
pac ity in di cates that pew fees were still be ing paid 
at that time and that chil dren were con fined to
the gal lery:

Body of church . . . . . . . 301

(as sum ing 20” of space per per son)

Choir seats. . . . . . . . . . 72

Gal lery . . . . . . . . . . . . 125

Gal lery – chil dren . . . . . . 115

(al low ing 11” per child) 613

Num ber rented: . . . . . . . 255 

Num ber free: . . . . . . . . 358

For about fifty years, Charles Day, hus -
band of Fanny Ma son and grand fa ther to the
Miss Beards, was church war den at St
Thomas’s and would sit in the gal lery to keep
an eye on the boys!
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It was on 28th July 1886 that Wal ter Prit -
chard died. A plaque in the gal lery re cords that
he was “For many years Bea dle in this church.”
A Bea dle was an usher, re spon si ble for keep ing
or der in church, and Prit chard is the only per -
son we know of who served in this ca pac ity at St 
Thomas’s, though doubt less there were oth ers.
In this year, too, Mrs Price’s Dame School
opened in North Road, com pet ing with the
church school, though some of the chil dren,
trans fer ring later to St Thomas’s, were found to
be “shame fully be hind in their read ing and writ -
ing and could do no arith me tic.” [32] Mrs Price’s
school closed in 1905.

Tues day, 21st June 1887 saw the Ju bi lee
of Her Majesty Queen Vic to ria. John Birch had
chaired a com mit tee of the whole par ish and
sub scrip tions to tal ling £57 had been raised to
fi nance a Ju bi lee cel e bra tion.  A 10 am chil -
dren’s ser vice was held. To the ac com pa ni ment
of or gan to gether with drum and fife (taught by
Mr J.E.Fanshaw, the mas ter of the church
school), Ju bi lee hymns were sung, in clud ing
one for which Dr J. Stainer had com posed the
mu sic and which  be gan:

Eng lish chil dren, lift your voices
To our Fa ther’s Throne on high!

Many a land to day re joices,
Many a coast pro longs the cry –

God save the Queen!

Dusky In dian, strong Aus tra lian
West ern For est, South ern sea,

None are want ing, none are alien,
All in one great prayer agree –

God save the Queen!

At 1 o’clock, al most 1,600 chil -
dren gath ered in the school yard
where each was given a ‘Ju bi lee
Medal’. They were then marched in
pro ces sion to fields in the high street
where they were given tea. About 160
old peo ple, to gether with “250 teach -
ers, com mit tee men and other help -
ers” were also feasted.

The chil dren’s re sponse could
well have been more en thu si as tic
than that of to day’s more so phis ti -
cated young sters would be. Life for
many of them was far from easy and
some ex pe ri enced fre quent tem po -
rary vis its to the Cot tage Homes when 
their par ents fell upon hard times. At 
a cost of around £20,000 the
Wolverhampton Board of Guard ians

built the Homes in 1889.  Cov er ing 20 acres,
they pro vided places for 240 chil dren who
would oth er wise have been ac com mo dated in
the Wolverhampton Un ion Work house, then in 
Bilston Road. Some were or phans, but  oth ers 
en joyed the pros pect of re turn ing to their par -
ents when home cir cum stances im proved, as,
for in stance, they did when Mander Brothers
of Wolverhampton (paint and var nish man u -
fac tur ers) opened their Well Lane works in the 
1890s, pro vid ing about fifty jobs.

John Bealey had died by 1890 and his
will left £300 (re duced by duty to £270) to be
in vested by the vicar and church war dens who
were to use the in come from it to pro vide
“blan kets and flan nel for poor win dows” [22]  

In 1897, cu rate Hugh Tunnadine and
church war dens, J.W.Done and E.Aston ap -
pealed for sub scrip tions to the church’s Ren o -
va tion and Or gan Fund.  At a cost of £107,
some of the main roof tim bers, which had rot -
ted at the ends, were spliced or oth er wise put
into good con di tion, and the church was then
painted. 

In 1898, a new or gan was pur chased for
£303 from Messrs Nichol son and Lord, who
paid St Thomas’s £20 for the old in stru ment.
The new or gan was ded i cated by the Bishop of 
Shrewsbury on 14th April, 1898, when the or -
gan ist of Lichfield Ca the dral, John B. Lott,
played.
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The story of the Church In sti tute be gan on
No vem ber 18th, 1898, the date of a com mit tee
meet ing at which cu rate Hugh Tunnadine was
vice-chairnan and Messrs E. Aston, T.Ma son,
H.W.Birch, H.Lane, J.Tomkys and F.Hyde were 
in at ten dance. It was de creed that mem ber ship
should be 1/6d per quar ter or 2/6d half yearly
(pay able in ad vance), and Tunnadine and Aston
were author ised “to ne go ti ate with Mr J.W.Done 
for the ten ancy of a house to be used as an In sti -
tute”. These pre mises served un til 1902 when a
move was made into rooms of fered by Mrs
Broomhall in the High Street, “be ing the three
rooms over shop and the kitchen on ground
floor”.   

Clearly, the In sti tute flour ished. On 15th
Oc to ber 1902, the Sec re tary “was em pow ered
to ar range for and pur chase half a dozen spit -
toons”. Soon foot ball and cricket clubs were
formed, to be fol lowed by a Gun Club in 1903
and a Cy cle Club the fol low ing year. And on
27th April 1904 the deed was signed for the
pur chase of a build ing site in Graiseley Lane.
Ac cord ing to Mr Lane’s cal cu la tions, the to tal
cost of land and build ing would be around
£300, and £222. 17. 10d was raised to wards
this sum by the Ba zaar held that year.

At the close of the cen tury, how -
ever, the church found it self in the
red, with 1899–1900 ex pen di ture of
£163. 5. 9 ex ceed ing in come of £148.
9. 9, and a spe cial ap peal was made
“to wipe off the ad verse bal ance now
due to Church war dens.” [41]

Fire Ter res trial

Pres enting Sunday Half Hour
from St Thomas’s on 13th Oc to ber
1985, the BBC’s Da vid Biddle in tro -
duced Charles Wes ley’s hymn “O Thou 
who camest from above, the fire ce les -
tial to im part”, with the com ment:
“Mind you, sing ing of “fire celestial”
will re mind us here that it was fire ter -
res trial that de stroyed this church in
1902, with a heat so in tense that it’s
said the metal of the church clock
melted right away.”

There are slight vari a tions in con -
tem po rary and later ac counts of what
hap pened on the eve ning of 18th Jan -
u ary 1902, but we know that at 6.24
pm on that day, the Wolverhampton
Fire Bri gade re ceived a tele phone call
sum mon ing them to Wednesfield
where fire had bro ken out in the

church.As with the in ci dent of some 45 years
ear lier in the op po site cor ner, this fire was
caused by an over heat ing stove pipe. From the 
north east cor ner of the church, flames spread 
rap idly along its whole length.

With pul sat ing rhet o ric, the Ex press &
Star’s  re porter de clared:
“Though there was hardly suf fi cient wind
about to ruf fle the tur bid and placid in dif fer -
ence of the gloomy ca nal, the fire raged with a
fe roc ity that be spoke the in flam ma ble na ture
of the ma te rial of which the roof was com -
posed, and lit up the in te rior of the build ing
un til it re sem bled a gi gan tic lan tern. The
flames raced on to their ul ti mate goal – the
tower at the west-end which was reached in
dou ble-quick time.  The thick vol umes of
smoke which is sued forth from this.....were
soon su per seded by forked tongues of flame,
which in turn gave way to myr i ads of sparks
that fit fully as cended sky ward, as though scat -
tered to the winds by the bel lows of a huge
forge.  The in te rior of the tower was a ver i ta -
ble fi ery fur nace.” [24].

The tele phone call to the Wolverhampton
Fire Bri gade was quickly fol lowed by a tele -
gram, and the bri gade took out one of its
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steam en gines from tem po rary quar ters in Red 
Lion Street. By to day’s stan dards, their prog -
ress to Wednesfield seems to have been far ci -
cally slow. Horses draw ing the 2 ton 5 cwt
en gine be came ex hausted and on at least one
oc ca sion the fire men had to dis mount in or der
to push the ma chine up an in cline.  One re port 
claims that the men, un fa mil iar with the route, 
took a wrong turn ing up Rail way Street on
reach ing Heath Town and had to turn the
horses round.  Some re ports claim the jour ney 
took an hour!  Once ar rived, how ever, Su per in -
ten dent Stokes quickly got his men to work,
and wa ter was taken from both the ca nal and
mains.

The Willenhall Fire Bri gade was also alerted
at 6-40 pm.  It was un der no ob li ga tion to turn
out, since Wednesfield Coun cil had can cel led the
agree ment be tween them and had failed to pay
the usual £10 re tain ing fee, but by 6-47 pm, eight 
men were at the steamer ready and will ing to
start.  Then it was learned that the man who
usu ally sup plied horses had none avail able in the 
sta bles, and all ef forts to ob tain them from other
sources failed.  As their cap tain, J.H.James, said 
later:  ”Un der these cir cum stances, the bri gade
was en tirely pow er less.”

Fire ap pli ances were kept at Pattison &
Gear’s choc o late works which had opened
that year at the junc tion of Hall Street and
Well Lane, but at tempts to get at these failed.

The Willenhall bri gade had been sum -
moned by a tele phone call from a Mr Edge
and by a tele graph from Mr T. Miller, a chem -
ist whose pre mises were sit u ated near the
church and who was the first to learn of the
out break.  He had en tered the church, but
could do lit tle.

Al fred Squire was Wednesfield’s post mas -
ter and pro pri etor of Thomas Squire & Sons.
Ac com panied by a Mr G. Lewis, he made his
way up to the bel fry where they rang the bell
for about a quar ter of an hour be fore dense
smoke drove them out of the build ing.

The vicar, John Birch, had checked the
heat ing ap pa ra tus be tween 3.30 and 4 pm and 
had found it work ing per fectly.  Suf fer ing
from a bad cold, pos si bly in flu enza, he had
then re tired to bed, hop ing to feel better by
next day when guest preach ers were due at St
Thomas’s for ser vices in con nec tion with the
So ci ety for the Prop a ga tion of the Gos pel.  He
was roused from his bed with the alarm ing
news but could do noth ing ex cept stand and
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with the hun dreds of spec ta tors who gath ered
– many from the lo cal pubs.  The fire, said the
Ex press & Star writer self-righteously, was “a
mag net that was even pow er ful enough to draw 
them away from the li quor they were con sum -
ing.”

Be fore the heat and smoke be came too in -
tense, peo ple helped res cue as much as pos si -
ble from in side the build ing.  The al tar and a
few choir stalls were car ried out, to gether with
the two large chairs given by John Bealey and
made from oak grown at the back of
Wednesfield House.  Also res cued were the
chan cel’s two small chairs and a solid oak
kneel er, the for mer said to have been made by
a lo cal man from the wood of a tree which grew 
on the north side of the green; they bear no
date, but were cer tainly used in the first
church and are there fore two of the old est ob -
jects we pos sess.   The oak kneel er-stool was
saved and re mained, un til about twenty years,
ago in the fam ily of Nellie Cra ven (house keeper 
to Dr Wil liam Bentley).

Com mu nion plate saved in cluded a 1752
chal ice given by Mary Har wood, Mar tha Gough’s
daugh ter; a 1753 flagon given by Henry Mitton
and Thomas Fisher, sons-in-law to Mrs Gough;
and a 1753 paten pre sented by our first min is -
ter, Cornelius Jesson jnr.  For tu nately, the par -
ish re cords were kept at the vic ar age.  Vol un teers 
took some of the res cued items home for tem po -
rary safe keep ing, and al though the help ers in -
cluded “many char ac ters well-known to the
po lice”, not a sin gle case of ‘loot ing’ was re ported,  
(though the small stool and “a hand some glass
cruet” dis ap peared and were not re turned to St
Thomas’s un til 64 years later!)

It is said that a lo cal re tailer named
Pickering rushed into his shop and tipped ci -
gars out of their boxes into which the gath ered
spec ta tors were urged to make the first con tri -
bu tions to wards re build ing work. 

Res cue work had halted by the time the bell 
crashed to the floor of the tower, “to the im mi -
nent risk of those who were stand ing in close
prox im ity”.  The metal of the clock melted and
the weather cock came crash ing to the ground.  

By next morn ing, the church was a black -
ened ruin.  But the tower re mained; the walls
of the roof less build ing still stood, some parts
of the or gan were spared; and, amaz ingly,
John Bealey’s stained-glass win dows in the
chan cel had sur vived in tact.  “Noth ing else is
saved,” Birch told a re porter.  “It is a poor par -
ish and a dread ful blow. Ev ery thing was go ing

so well – good con gre ga tions and no debts.” 
Birch had been the last per son to quit the
burn ing build ing and pub lic sym pa thy for him 
was con sid er able.

But, apart from the new or gan, noth ing
else was fully cov ered by in sur ance!

One ben e fi ciary of the di sas ter was the en -
ter pris ing W.White’s Pho to graphic Stu dio of
Heath Town. Al most be fore the dust had set -
tled, pho to graphs of the in te rior of the ru ined
church were on sale at a shil ling each.  In
1977, Mr & Mrs Ken Munslow pre sented St
Thomas’s with a set of four of these.

Ac cord ing to the church school’s log
book, all the pu pils were taken to see the ru -
ins.

Ser vices had to be held in the school
build ing, and within weeks of the di sas ter the
par ish be gan rais ing money for re build ing
work – the fi nal cost of which would be
£5,487 17s 8d, in clud ing Henry Willcock &
Co’s ac tual build ing costs of £4,404.

Only £1,300 was due from the Fire In sur -
ance Of fice, but by March 10th – less than two 
months af ter the di sas ter – the peo ple of
Wednesfield had raised a fur ther £2,200.  To
raise the re main der of the money re quired,
the church’s ap peal leaf let de clared that:

Wednesfield is what is called a Black
Coun try vil lage, pop u la tion 5,520, con sist ing
of Lock and Key Smiths, Ver min Trap
Makers, Miners and Ag ri cul tural La bourers. 
There are no large works in the Par ish, ex cept 
a Choc o late Manufactory not yet fully in work -
ing or der, and the branch Lead and Col our
Works of Messrs Mander Bros.,
Wolverhampton.  The Church was an old
struc ture, part of it dat ing from 1751; it was
seated to ac com mo date about 750 wor ship -
pers; it had re cently been re stored, painted
etc and a new or gan pur chased.  It was filled
with wor ship pers ev ery Sunday.

(In ter est ingly, a year ear lier the Lloyd
fam ily had be gun pro duc ing seam less steel
tubes in Wednesfield, but per haps in 1902 few 
could have fore seen the small firm’s de vel op -
ment into the Weldless Steel Tube Com pany.) 

The 1903 State ment of Ac counts lists
about 1,000 do nors, in clud ing the vicar and
his fam ily who gave £132 (some thing like
£7,500 in to day’s val ues).  Gifts were re ceived
from 38 churches: £82. 8. 2 from St Jude’s,
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£64. 1. 5 from St Mary’s, Bushbury, £50 .8. 8
from St Giles, Willenhall and £16. 10. 3 from
our for mer daugh ter church of Holy Trin ity,
Heath Town – im pres sively gen er ous amounts
for the time, rep re sent ing in some cases sev -
eral weeks’ col lec tions.  Some peo ple kept Col -
lecting Books in which weekly con tri bu tions
were en tered.  Col lecting boxes were is sued,
nine of them to pubs.  (The ‘Pyle Cock’ raised
7s 8d, ‘The Vine’ 7s 1d)   And the gen try be -
stowed lar gesse – £100 from Lord Barnard,
£50 from Lord Calthorpe and £25 from Sir
Rich ard Paget.  The larg est in di vid ual do na tion 

(£400) was given by “A Friend”.

Cof fin-maker, Ger ald Turner, raised
money for re build ing by fash ion ing or na men tal 
goods out of wood sal vaged from the fire.  Do -
ris and Emmie Beard, for in stance, have two
oak brack ets made by him in 1902.

Ac cord ing to Ada Millchamp’s Mem ories of 
Yes ter day, the bricks used in re build ing the
church were made on a site where Cor o na tion
Road joins Wednesfield Road.  At the same
place, bricks had been made for Willcock &
Co’s build ing of New Cross Hos pi tal, which
started life as a Work house in 1901. On 24th
July 1903, the re built church was ded i cated by 
the Lord Bishop of Lichfield.  Ex ten sions had
been made to the or gan cham ber, choir and
clergy ves tries, and im prove ments had been
made to the gal lery stair cases.  All the money

needed had been raised, though it was a few
more years be fore all the in ter nal dec o ra tions
could be com pleted and paid for. 

An in ter est ing foot note con cerns a fin ger
of the church clock which was found in 1902
by Jo seph Col lins (of J Col lins & Sons –
Steeltrap Man u fac turers, Graiseley Lane), and 
handed down to his son, Ar thur Lane Col lins,
who in turn passed it on to his son George. It
was this George who, as a boy, had the job, af -
ter school each night, of smooth ing, pre pa ra -
tory to en grav ing, the sur face of the brass
plaque de signed by Charles Ma son (son of
church war den Thomas Ma son – Tom
Watkins’s grand fa ther) for St Thomas’s
Church and which com mem o rates the dead of 
the Great War.  George’s daugh ter-in-law re -
turned the clock fin ger to St Thomas’s in
1991.  A sec ond fin ger was re turned well be -
fore 1991, but there is also a story that a
clock fin ger was melted down and re shaped
by a toolmaker named Alec Prit chard in his
gar den work shop on Cannock Road.  It was
said to have been turned into a can dle stick,
which his daugh ter gave to St Thomas’s in the 
1970s, though its pres ent where abouts is un -
known. 

In 1903, dur ing a United King dom tour of 
his Wild West Show, at the in vi ta tion of Mr
Wil liam Sidebotham, Buf falo Bill and his In di -
ans chased through Wednesfield.  One won -
ders if the spec ta cle drew as many sight se ers
from the lo cal pubs as did the ‘fire ter res trial’
a year ear lier! Cer tainly, many boys from the
church school played tru ant to see the great
man). 

A Lit tle More Do mes tic Strife

In St Thomas’s that year, our im pos ing
pul pit was in stalled – the gift of the Men’s Bi -
ble Class, which I am told was started by cu -
rate Guy Parkhouse who was later to re turn to 
Wednesfield as one of the par ish’s most pop u -
lar vic ars.  In 1909 a sil ver chal ice and paten
were pur chased for ten guin eas from the pro -
ceeds of a ‘Cake and Apron’ Sale.

In 1910, an ap peal from Birch and his
war dens for funds to wards the £250–300
needed to dec o rate the church ended with the
words: 

“A Dep u ta tion from the Com mit tee will
wait upon you in the course of a few days to
ask for your prom ise of a con tri bu tion to this
very laud able work of mak ing the House of
God more wor thy of His name and wor ship.”
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The work was part of the res to ra tion pro -
cess fol low ing the fire, but ow ing to a slump in
trade, the cli mate had not been con sid ered
ideal for fur ther fund rais ing.  The Ren o va tion
Com mit tee was en cour aged when, at Easter,
one of its mem bers, Thomas Lewis, of fered to
do nate a bi ble and a carved oak ea gle lec tern
on con di tion the or gan pipes were painted and
the church in te rior dec o ra tion com pleted by
31st De cem ber that year.  How ever, when the
Com mit tee set out to find the most eco nom i cal
means of achiev ing their goal, Lewis was far
from pleased.  He ex pressed his feel ings as fol -
lows:

25th April 1910
       To the Chair man of the Ren o va tion Com mit tee.

Ac cord ing to the treat ment and mean ness
which I have wit nessed, I feel jus ti fied in with -
draw ing from the Com mit tee and all church
work, and also the of fer of the oak lec tern.  A
man that hath friends must show him self
friendly and there is a friend that sticketh
closer than a brother, 24th verse of the 18th
chap ter of Book of Prov erbs.

Thomas Lewis

Lewis had at tended St Thomas’s for the
past 64 years, but so strong was his in sis tence
that no less than the agreed sum of £250–300
be spent, that he sent a copy of his let ter to the 
Mid land Eve ning News. The pa per alerted
Birch, who, to gether with the war dens, was de -
puted to call upon the ed i tor in or der to state
that no com mit ment had ever been made to
spend ing a spe cific sum and to ex press the
wish of the Com mit tee that the let ter, be ing “so 
very ob jec tion able”, should be sup pressed.

In fact, the fi nal cost of the dec o -
rat ing was £331. 14. 10, but St
Thomas’s would have to wait 28
years for its new lec tern.  Mean while,
the old one was relaquered! 

En ter Fred Stride

The year 1910 saw two new com -
ers to St Thomas’s.  One was the pres -
ent oak rere dos be hind the al tar,
made by Henry Willcock & Co.  Un til
this time a cur tain had hung be hind
the al tar and round the whole south
side of the chan cel, cov er ing the ves try 
door. 

The other new ar rival was young
Fred Stride, who in that year joined
the tre ble line of the choir when it

com prised 12 men and 12 boys – all rob ing in
one small ves try, the room which is now the of -
fice! At times it was bed lam and choir mas ter
Al bert Wilkes would clip boys round the ear
when nec es sary. Thirty-two years later, Fred
Stride was the or gan ist, a ca pac ity in which he
was to serve St Thomas’s for four de cades, and 
a plaque on the or gan re cords his to tal of 72
years ser vice to this church.

In 1911, to cel e brate the Cor o na tion of
King George V, all the chil dren were given a tea 
party on a patch of coun cil ground, ac cess to
which was via a field gate sit u ated near to
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where Bealey’s Fold is to day.  They were
marched there four abreast, each car ry ing a
small flag, to be pre sented with a bag con tain ing 
buns and cur rant cake.

A Very Good Fel low 

John Birch died on 5th No vem ber, 1914,
hav ing served at St Thomas’s for 33 years. He
was suc ceeded in the fol low ing April by the
Revd Fran cis Handley Roach, aged 41, the son
of the Revd Thomas Roach, as sis tant mas ter at
Rep ton School. Fran cis Roach had spent twelve
months (1901 – 1902) in South Af rica as Acting
Chap lain to the Forces dur ing the Sec ond Boer
War, and his ar rival in Wednesfield fol lowed a
ten-year min is try at St Alkmund’s, Shrewsbury.  
Be sides par ish work, he did a great deal there
to im prove so cial con di tions.  He was elected a
mem ber of the lo cal trade and la bour coun cil,
held of fices in Friendly So ci ety work and won
the grat i tude of both em ploy ers and work ers for 
his ef forts to set tle a strike in the build ing trade.  
At the same time, he was nom i nated for a com -
mis sion as Chap lain to the Shrop shire Royal
Horse Ar til lery by the T.F. (Ter ri to rial Force)
As so ci a tion of what he de scribed as “the most
Con ser va tive county in Eng land”  

A few years later, he was to write: 

“While I can claim to un der stand
the feel ings of the work ing classes, I am not
such a blind par ti san as to be con sid ered al to -
gether un wor thy of con fi dence by those who
take quite a dif fer ent view of life.”

This was part of his self-defence dur ing an 
un for tu nate ep i sode in 1917, fol low ing his
two-year Wednesfield min is try – a min is try he
found dif fi cult to ful fil whilst at the same time
hold ing the of fice of army chap lain.  Al though
in 1915 he had con sid ered Roach ide ally
suited to serve at St Thomas’s, two years later
the Bishop of Lichfield ap plauded his wish to
re main a chap lain un til the end of the war, and 
Roach was posted to Weelsby Camp, Grimsby.  
Here he was dis turbed by the feel ing amongst
the troops, some of whom were be com ing in -
creas ingly mu ti nous over the treat ment of
wounded sol diers brought home from France. 
Their pay re duced to 1/- per week, they re -
ceived ten days leave on dis charge from hos pi -
tal and were im me di ately re called for re turn ing 
to the trenches.  Mean while, ac cord ing to The
Times mil i tary cor re spon dent, a po ten tial re -
serve of over four mil lion men were 
“ex empted, pro tected and badged”.

Roach sym pa thised with the men and felt
that Gov ern ment pol i cies were erod ing their
pa tri o tism and spirit of self-sacrifice.

At the be gin ning of Au gust 1917, Roach
had calmed an in sub or di nate A.iii draft
(troops due to be sent back to the Front af ter
re cov er ing from wounds):

“The Ad ju tant was afraid to get them to -
gether for me.  I per suaded him to do it, and
then I talked to the men as I have done at a
Strike Meet ing.  I got them down on their
knees for prayer be fore they left the build ing,
and they went off qui etly. ”He wrote to Ma -
jor-General Sir S. von Donop warn ing him
that “be fore long there will be.... 2 or 3 mil lion 
ob jec tors who re fuse to go on kill ing Ger -
mans, or be killed by them.”

“The pro fes sional army,” he wrote, “which 
ex isted to obey or ders died in Flan ders; the
men of the new army have ac cepted mil i tary
dis ci pline for the sake of the cause but they
are ac cus tomed to think for them selves and to 
or gan ise for them selves.”

Roach heard that in Jan u ary 1917 ma -
chine guns had been turned on a mu ti nous
draft at Clipstone camp, Notts and that an of -
fi cer had been shot.  Also, he was told that
when a draft of Royal Field Ar til lery mu ti nied
at Ripon, four were shot dead and twenty or
thirty were wounded.  Roach re ported all this
to the Rt Hon. George N Barnes, MP, a Cab i -
net Min is ter at the War Of fice, who in turn
wrote to the Sec re tary of War, Lord Derby.

The Army’s top brass were not pleased.  
The Rt Hon. Sir J.G.Maxwell, Gen eral Of fi cer
Com manding in Chief of North ern Com mand,
de clared that Roach had been “most in ju di -
cious” in fail ing to con fine the mat ter within
the mil i tary sphere.  His ac tion in ap proach ing 
a Cab i net Min is ter was “viewed with ex treme
dis ap proval by the Army Coun cil”.  

As the weeks passed, the sit u a tion wors -
ened.  In Au gust, Maxwell had re ferred to
Roach as some one “ said to be a very good fel -
low” and ad mit ted:

“there is truth in a great deal of what the
Pa dre states . . . . there is no doubt that the
sol diers, es pe cially those that have been
wounded, re sent be ing sent back again and
again.” As to the shoot ings, how ever, the mil i -
tary ver dict, fol low ing a prompt in ves ti ga tion,
was that Roach had been the vic tim of a hoax
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and his sub se quent re ac tion had been “very
med dle some and fool ish.”

By Oc to ber, Maxwell and von Donop wanted
Roach out of the Army al to gether.  But, be cause
he had re signed his Wednesfield liv ing and had a
fam ily of eight chil dren to sup port, he was given a
sec ond chance and trans ferred to Withernsea,
Hull, the chap lain there (J.A.Kirby) tak ing Roach’s 
place at Grimsby. 

He re mained at Withernsea un til No vem ber
1920, when he re signed and re turned to par ish
life as Rec tor of Toft New ton, Mar ket Rasen,
Lincs.

Clearly, Roach was a man whose con science
di rected him to speak out, to high light in jus tice
and chal lenge the es tab lished or der of things. 
Was his breach of mil i tary pro ce dure the re sult of
thought less ness on his part or was it prompted by 
a de sire to pre vent an Army cover-up?  Was Roach 
re ally the vic tim of a hoax?  Lord Derby, re ply ing
to Barnes’s let ter, had dis missed the story on the
ba sis that “in this coun try any body who is killed
must have a Cor o ner’s in quest.”  The sur viv ing
cor re spon dence on the af fair sug gests that Roach
ac cepted the en quiry out come, which in sisted that 
he had been mis in formed; but he was less con -
cerned about this than about the se ri ous ef fect of
Gov ern ment pol icy on the lives of fight ing men. 
Whether or not in sur gents had been ma -
chine-gunned, Roach saw the pre vail ing mood in
Brit ish camps as tin der soon to be kin dled. 

Nev er the less, he was warned by Maxwell “On
no ac count ei ther to touch on pol i tics, dis ci plin ary 
or Army mat ters ei ther in the pul pit or in in ter -

course with Of fi cers and men.”  Thus, the med -
dle some pa dre was si lenced!

A March 1917 note in St Thomas’s
Preachers Book re cord ing
Thanksgiving for the safe re turn
of Wil liam Fran cis Roach, 2nd
Lieu ten ant Lancashire Reg i ment,
in va lided from the Army in
France, re fers to Roach’s old est
son.  Sadly, Wil liam never made a 
full emo tional re cov ery from the
war and ex pe ri enced a se ries of
in se cure jobs and busi ness fail -
ures.

Guy Heathman Parkhouse

It was dur ing Roach’s in -
cum bency (i.e. 1915), that the
sys tem of pew rents came to an
end at St Thomas’s.  In re -
sponse, the Church Com mis -
sioners un der took to pay £32
per an num to wards the in cum -
bent’s sti pend.
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In 1916, the Mid land Elec tric Cor po ra tion
for Power Dis tri bu tion Ltd in stalled elec tric ity
at St Thomas’s – a pro ject that had been con -
sid ered but aban doned as early as 1910.

The Revd J. Howse was priest-in-charge
for a time, as sisted by Roach’s cu rate, the Revd 
Wil liam J. Stu art Crump.  It was on July 15
that Crump bap tised lit tle Zillah Mary Brown
known to later gen er a tions as church cleaner
extraordinaire, Mrs Mor gan!

In the same year, 1917, the church wel -
comed back the Revd Guy Heathman
Parkhouse.  Parkhouse was not new to
Wednesfield: he was mar ried to Em ily Lane, a
mem ber of a well-known Wednesfield fam ily,
and he had been cu rate at St Thomas’s from
1900 to 1907 be fore mov ing to Heath Hayes. 
In 1914 he had be come vicar of Mow Cop from 
where he re turned to Wednesfield.  The
Parkhouses  had no chil dren and Em ily’s sis -
ter lived with them at the vic ar age.

The coun try was was still en gaged in a
dev as tat ing world war in which 123
Wednesfield men were killed.  In July 1917, a
Com forts Fund was able to send money to vil -
lage men serv ing their coun try.  In July 1918
each Wednesfield man serv ing abroad was sent 
a five shil ling postal or der, and at Christ mas,
each man serv ing abroad and in the navy, or
who had been on ac tive ser vice and had re -
turned to Eng land, or who was dis abled and
had been dis charged re ceived 7/6d.  Each man
serv ing in the Brit ish Isles or who had been
dis charged though not dis abled re ceived 5/-.  

In rais ing money for ex tend ing the In sti -
tute, the church had in mind the in ter ests of
serv ing men. As Parkhouse wrote in July
1918: “The Com mit tee are anx ious that when

the lads re turn they shall have a re ally 
nice com mo di ous In sti tute.  The New
In sti tute and Par ish Room will be our
Peace Me mo rial.”

The in ter ests of youn ger vil lag ers
were not for got ten, how ever. On 1st
Au gust 1918, the Sunday School an -
nual treat was held at the vic ar age 400 
chil dren at tended!

A pro ces sional cross was given by
Mrs L.E.Green de Woolfson and
Thomas Brevitt of Prestwood Road pre -
sented the Roll of Hon our in mem ory of  
his cousin, Wal ter Cyril Hor ton, who
was killed in the Somme of fen sive of 1st 
July, 1916.  The Roll, to gether with the

rood beam, was ded i cated by the Bishop of
Lichfield on 5th March 1919 “in re vered and
grate ful mem ory of the Wednesfield men who
laid down their lives in the cause of free dom and 
righ teous ness dur ing the great War of
1914–1918”.

That the spirit of ecu me nism was alive and
well at this time is ev i denced by the fact that
united ser vices were be ing held.  Wes leyan and
Prim i tive Meth od ist clergy took part in an Au -
gust 1918 ser vice at which Parkhouse preached
and the cu rate (Claridge) played the cor net!   
And a 1919 Ves try min ute em pow ered
Parkhouse to ar ranged a se ries of united out -
door meet ings “with the Non con form ist breth -
ren” on Sunday eve nings in the sum mer
months.

In this year, too, the ap point ment of a Mr
Blakemore as Sunday School Su per in ten dent
(with a yearly £10 hon o rar ium) brought to an
end a pe riod of ill-discipline amongst the young -
sters.

It was at this time that young Mary Peers
(now Mrs Bert Barnard) was liv ing at ‘The Old
Crown’, where, for a short time, the li censee was 
Mary’s fa ther Enoch, a for mer Eng land crown
green bowl ing cham pion.  This pub stood on the 
site of the pres ent ‘Pyle Cock’ car-park and the
ex ist ing en trance from Church Street was its
drive way

An other me mo rial plaque in St Thomas’s
re cords the death in April 1920 of 80-year-old 
Ste phen Ward (church war den from 1887 to
1897) who “left 500 war bonds to the vicar and
war dens to be used at their dis cre tion. They
were in vested with the Funds of the Ec cle si as ti -
cal Com mis sioners as a per ma nent en dow ment
for the Cu rate Fund.”
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Jane Hyde died in 1921, and, in her mem -
ory, Josiah, her hus band, erected the rails at the
chan cel steps.

In mem ory of his mother, Parkhouse gave
the sanc tu ary lamp. Ap par ently, there were some 
who did not wel come its ap pear ance at St
Thomas’s, re gard ing it as out of place in a “low
church”.  It was prob a bly Parkhouse who broad -
ened the range of vest ments here, too; pre vi ously 
these had been re stricted to cas socks and sur -
plices.

In 1926, in mem ory of his par ents, an
elec tric or gan blow ing in stal la tion was given by 
Ste phen Mattox.  Al though most mem bers of
the Mattox fam ily have be longed to the Meth od -
ist Church, Ste phen was church war den at St
Thomas’s for twenty years (1906–26). He
owned the Amos Lane keymaking fac tory
founded by John Mattox in 1850 and our
church school is sit u ated in a road that bears
the fam ily name.

Dur ing the 1920s, con struc tion and tech -
nol ogy trans formed the area sur round ing St
Thomas’s Church so that, more and more, the
build ing came to rep re sent a past age as well
as the indestructability of Chris tian Faith. 
This de cade saw the build ing of Nordley Hill
Es tate on what had been farm land, bring ing
Wednesfield’s pop u la tion to just over 6,000 in
the 1921 cen sus.  Elec tric light ing came to
Wednesfield, and from 1923 trol ley buses trav -
elled along the High Street as far as the ‘Dog
and Par tridge’, re plac ing the trams which had
been un able to pro ceed be yond the nar row
Rook ery Street Bridge. In 1922, the orig i nal
Church Bridge was re placed by the one we
have at pres ent, and in 1925 Wednesfield Park
was laid out, (though its four acres would be

tre bled in 1936 with the ad di tion of
King George V play ing fields).

In No vem ber 1926, to raise funds
for St Thomas’s and Wood End
schools, an am bi tious Ba zaar was held 
in the In sti tute.  A copy of the sou ve nir 
programme has sur vived.  It con tains
an in tro duc tion by Parkhouse, an
anon y mous his tory of Wednesfield
which states that John Wes ley once
preached at St Thomas’s (a highly du -
bi ous claim: Wednesfield is men tioned 
no where in Wes ley’s Jour nal) and,
amongst sev eral pages of the con gre ga -
tion’s fa vour ite say ings, a con tri bu tion
from Freda Easthope:

“To sum up all, be merry I ad vise, 
and as we are merry, may we still be wise.”

Wood bine Willie

The Great War had the ef fect of di lut ing
the un ques tioned cer tain ties within Eu ro pean
so ci ety, and there were some who saw the
Church as en fee bled and ir rel e vant.  An in ter -
est ing im pres sion of the state of the Church in 
Eng land is found in a 1928 par ish mag a zine
item by an anon y mous writer re cently re -
turned to Eng land af ter many years in South
Af rica:

The Clergy will tell you of their dif fi cul -
ties, and their hope less strug gle against ap a -
thy and irre li gion.  Churches are sup posed to
be empty, and the coun try turn ing hea then,
and the moral stan dard rap idly de clin ing.  But 
ex pe ri ence proves the av er age church is by no
means empty.  Wor ship pers are very ear nest
and self-sacrifice is rife amongst Chris tian
peo ple.  Enor mous sums ar raised each year
for Church pur poses.... There are plenty of
can di dates for or di na tion, if money to ed u cate 
them could be found, and al ready many are
be ing ed u cated; as far as or gan ised Chris tian -
ity be ing on its last legs, it was prob a bly never
more vig or ous.

The fact that 600 Easter com mu ni cants
were re corded in May1928 sug gests that
church life re mained vig or ous at St Thomas’s, 
and when, in the same month, Parkhouse an -
nounced “We can get 1000 into the church”,
he was con fi dent of a strong at ten dance for a
visit by the Revd Geoffrey An ke tell Studdert
Ken nedy who preached at the 8 pm ser vice on 
May 16th.
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Chap lain to the Forces from 1916–19, he
was af fec tion ately known by the troops as
Wood bine Willie; he once de scribed his min is -
try as tak ing “a box of fags in your hav er sack
and a great deal of love in your heart” and
laugh ing and jok ing with those he was called to 
serve.[35]  “His vivid faith, the fruit of a deep
sacramentalism, was re flected in a warmth of
char ac ter which en deared him to the men of the 
trenches and made him the best-known pa dre
in the Great War”[25] .  For at tend ing to the
wounded un der fire dur ing the at tack on the
Messines ridge, he was awarded the MC.   He
was val ued by Buckingham Pal ace where he
preached fre quently, and was also known to a
wide Chris tian pub lic through books such as
“Rough Rhymes” (1918), “The Wicket Gate”
(1923) and “The Word and the Work” (1925). 
His 1928 visit to St Thomas’s was not his first, 
but al most cer tainly, it was his last, for within
a year, hav ing been ill for some time with in flu -
enza [40], he died, leav ing a wife and three chil -
dren (the youn gest of whom was only two years 
old) to sub sist at their home in Worces ter on
an in come of £150 per an num.  Se nior clergy
launched an ap peal for £7,000 and this was
sup ported in Wednesfield.

An Aus tra lian Trag edy

Henry Lane was a pros per ous trap-maker
with a small fac tory in Wednesfield.  He sent
his son Ar thur, a nephew of the Parkhouses, to 
man age a fac tory in Aus tra lia.  Early in 1928,
while sea-bathing with some friends, Ar thur
was at tacked by a shark, which took his leg in
its jaws.  Bravely Ar thur’s girl friend fought it
off three times; fi nally, how ever, the boy lost
his leg and died in her arms on the
beach.  He was 25 years of age.

When the Wednesfield Group of
Toc H was ad vanced to the sta tus of a 
Branch in 1928, it was granted cus -
tody of a Lamp, and this was pre -
sented in Ar thur Lane’s mem ory. 
Also in his mem ory, a cre dence ta ble
was pre sented to St Thomas’s in
1929, the same year in which our
pres ent al tar was given by the
Parkhouses in mem ory of their par -
ents.  The orig i nal main al tar was
moved to the Lady Cha pel and is one
of the old est ob jects we pos sess. It
was used in the first church of 1750.

In ci dentally, 1929 was the year
in which Fred Stride mar ried Evelyn
Greg ory.  And it saw the ar rival in
Wednesfield of Nurse Lilian

Routledge 
(known sim ply as ‘Nurse’) of the Queen Vic to -
ria Ju bi lee of Nurses.  Fully qual i fied as a
sur gi cal and med i cal nurse, she lived at 37
Nordley Hill and there be gan era of stormy du -
els be tween ‘Nurse’ and Dr Wil liam Bentley,
ver bal con fron ta tions re called with rel ish in
later years by for mer pa tients   “Thought ful
and ef fi cient, but with no time for hy po chon -
dri acs”, she was a pil lar of the Wednesfield
Branch of the Per sonal Ser vice League.  She
died in 1977, but on her 90th birth day, Dr
Bentley joined in the cel e bra tions in a meet ing 
de scribed as be ing “from an other age”!

Though some of his pa tients were in awe
of Dr Bentley, his gen er os ity of spirit was un -
ques tioned. Mary Barnard re calls the Christ -
mas gro cery par cels he pro vided for the
needy, and the night when pneu mo nia struck
the chil dren of a fam ily he re vis ited in his car
next morn ing with the gift of a bag of coal
which he broke up for im me di ate use.  In
those days, the only peo ple cov ered by health
in sur ance tended to be men in em ploy ment;
women and chil dren had to pay for the doc -
tor’s ser vices.  But when cir cum stances were
strait ened, Dr Bentley in vari ably waived his
fee with the char ac ter is tic com ment: “Let the
b.......’s pay who can af ford to pay!”.  Like his
po lice ser geant fa ther be fore him, Wil liam
Bentley served Wednesfield well. 

The New School

In the par ish mag a zine of April 1931,
Parkhouse wrote:
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The past year has been an event ful one.  In 
the very worst time this coun try has known
within liv ing mem ory, so far as trade is con -
cerned, the Church in Wednesfield has built a
New Se nior Church School at a cost of £9,000.  
This is the Church’s re ply to those who think
re li gion is played out.

Al though the trade de pres sion was late in
hit ting Wednesfield, by the start of 1932, the
vil lage had be come largely a par ish of the un -
em ployed. The sta ple trades of trap- and
key-making had al most dis ap peared, and
many be came job less at the clos ing down of
large fac to ries in the neigh bour hood and in
Wolverhampton.  Col lec tions and sub scrip -
tions for lo cal church work (eg church ex -
penses, Sunday School, as sis tant clergy) fell
from £462 in 1929 to £290 in 1933.

Yet, dur ing this pe riod, with un em ploy -
ment na tion ally dou bling to two mil lion within
14 months and de spite op po si tion from “a tiny 
but in flu en tial sec tion of the com mu nity” who
re sented the idea of the Church be ing re spon si -
ble for ed u cat ing all the Vil lage chil dren, land
next to the In sti tute was se cured for a church
se nior school. This is now St Pat rick’s R.C.
Pri mary School.  (One won ders if there are
many other RC schools whose foun da tion
stones were laid by An gli can bish ops!).  The
orig i nal in ten tion was for the new build ing to
ac com mo date 225 boys aged 11 to 14 and for
the pri mary school (on the site of the pres ent
Wil liam Bentley Court) to be en larged and
mod ern ised to ac com mo date 225 se nior girls,
but I am as sured that from the start both
build ings were co-educational.   In any event,
no lon ger would Wednesfield young sters need

to travel to school in Bilston or
Wolverhampton.

We have much to learn from our 
pre de ces sors of this time.  Un -
daunted by eco nomic gloom and
con straint, St Thomas’s, with the
prom ise of a large grant from the
Bishop’s Ap peal Fund, set about
rais ing enough money to build a sec -
ond ary school, and the pos i tive
mood that pre vailed rings out in
Parkhouse’s De cem ber 1930 dec la -
ra tion con cern ing the forth com ing
Ba zaar, pro ceeds of which were ear -
marked for school build ing.

The Ba zaar has not yet taken
place but the re sult is a fore gone
con clu sion.  We shall have raised
£3,000 which, added to the Bishop’s 

Fund, gives us the sub stan tial to tal of
£7,225..... There is sure to be a debt on the
build ing, but it will not be more than we can
carry.

The Bishop of Lichfield laid the foun da -
tion stone on 23rd June 1930 and re turned to 
Wednesfield to ded i cate the New Schools on
27th April 1931.  Ac com panying the Bishop
was Sir Percival Hey wood, CC, who “ took his
hat off to the peo ple of Wednesfield, not sim ply
be cause they were pi o neers in the Di o cese so
far as School build ing was con cerned, and the
won der ful way all had worked to se cure their
end, but chiefly be cause they had sought and
had worked un der what they be lieved to be the
Guiding Hand of God.”

Par ents of 11 – 14-year-olds who had no
wish for their chil dren to at tend a church
school could send them in stead to the
Lichfield Road School (now Wednesfield Vil -
lage School), where, at some point in the
1930s, Mary Hutcheson, (fa mous later as
Mary Whitehouse, Hon. Gen eral Sec re tary of
the Na tional Viewers’ and Lis teners’ As so ci a -
tion) be came Art Mis tress.  From 1932, chil -
dren un der 11 at tended ei ther Neachells Lane
School or a new school in Woden Av e nue
(orig i nally part of Fred er ick Road).

One wor thy prod uct of the church school
was Er nest Adey, who, in 1931, was or dained
in Dur ham Ca the dral, prior to tak ing up a cu -
racy at Holy Trin ity, Dar ling ton.

Also in 1931, at Parkhouse’s in sti ga tion, a 
Branch of the League of Na tions was es tab -
lished in Wednesfield. In De cem ber of that
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year, he was asked by the Bishop of Lichfield
to ac cept the Rec tory of Shel don,
Stoke-on-Trent, and, re luc tantly, Parkhouse
bade Wednesfield fare well. “Dur ing my min is -
try,” he wrote, “I have had no fa vour ites and I
have made a fuss of no one. I have
endeavoured to be a friend and a brother to all 
who wanted sym pa thy and guid ance.”

Even to day, this gen teel par son is re mem -
bered with af fec tion.  Mary Barnard re mem -
bers his lit tle round hat that was green with
age, the May time coun try danc ing on the vic ar -
age lawn and the As cen sion Day bi cy cle rides
to Lichfield.  Af ter the morn ing ser vice at St
Thomas’s, Parkhouse and the young peo ple of
the con gre ga tion would set out to gether, but so 
slow was his ped al ling that the youngers al -
ways ar rived at their des ti na tion ages ahead of
the re vered pas tor.  He would pay chil dren 2d
(quite a sum in those days) to de liver no tices
around the par ish and the chil dren of houses
he vis ited al ways re ceived a coin.

He served the vil lage well.  As Har old
Randall re called years later:

Dur ing his min is try in Wednesfield he was
well-loved by all pa rish io ners and es pe cially by 
mem bers of the Men’s Sunday af ter noon Bi ble
Class which he founded.  He vis ited the Church 
In sti tute (“The Stute”) al most nightly and was
well known for his work amongst the Sunday

School chil dren. Dur ing his time here the new 
Church School .....was built.

The peo ple of Wednesfield ex pressed their 
ap pre ci a tion with a gift of £50, and three
charabanc loads of Wednesfield folk made the
trip to his in sti tu tion at Shelton where he re -
mained un til re tire ment in 1959, when he
went to live at Fossbrooke House, Lytham, St
Annes.  It was there he died nine years later at 
the age of 97.

A Man Of Nor folk

He was suc ceeded at St Thomas’s by
bach e lor Stan ley Ar thur Howard, a na tive of
Nor folk.  Af ter a ca reer in busi ness, Howard
had served as an of fi cer in the 1914–18 con -
flict, from which he emerged with a deep ha -
tred of war.... and a wound which an
oc ca sional drop of whisky eased con sid er ably!  
As for mer Vice Prin ci pal of Lichfield Theo log i -
cal Col lege, his ex pe ri ence stood him in good
stead on his first Sunday eve ning here.  As he
be gan his ser mon, the gal lery and chan cel
lights went out.  “Nev er the less,” the par ish
mag a zine re ported, “he proved him self to be
well able to carry on with out lights.”

By 1934 there was still a large debt out -
stand ing on the church school, but this was
re duced con sid er ably dur ing Howard’s in cum -
bency.

As stated ear lier, fac ing St. Thomas’s
across the High Street stood Wednesfield
House (pos si bly the site in the mid-17th cen -
tury of the Lane fam ily’s res i dence [20] and cur -
rently  the site of a su per mar ket). By the
1930’s, it had be come the home of Josiah
Hyde, who had been church war den in the
time of Revd Wil liam Stephens, Chair man of
the Lo cal Board be fore the Par ish Coun cil Act
came into force and Chair man of the Cot tage
Homes Com mit tee.  A man u fac tur ing chem ist, 
he pro duced finings (a clar i fy ing agent) for the 
brew ing in dus try and the chem i cals in volved
in the pro cess were stored in the sta bles at
Wednesfield House. The Hyde fam ily had also
owned Moathouse Farm.  Josiah died in June
1931 and is re mem bered in the word ing of a
plaque set near the chan cel steps.  His grand -
daugh ter Kathleen, who died in March 1999 at 
the age of 98, was the last mem ber of the
Hyde fam ily in the UK to bear that name.

D.P.

Long be fore St Thomas’s was built, a Mid -
sum mer fes ti val was held in Wednesfield,
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quite likely on Wednesfield Green, the site of
the church it self.  In com mon with other
“wakes and mains”, Wednesfield Wake, as it
was known, prob a bly orig i nated as a watch or
all-night vigil on hal lowed ground as so ci ated
with death, and was usu ally fol lowed by a mar -
ket in the High Street and with rev elry of a
some what un re strained char ac ter.  In the early 
days of St Thomas’s, “Wake Sunday” was an
im por tant date on the cal en dar, and in 1932
fes tiv i ties be gan tak ing the form of a Car ni val.

On June 18th that year the first
Wednesfield Car ni val was held, with the
church school’s Peggy Corbett as Car ni val
Queen. The Hilton Col liery Sil ver Band led a
pro ces sion, and en ter tain ment in the park was 
fol lowed at 9 pm by a Grand Car ni val Dance in 
the In sti tute.  It was, by all ac counts, a tre men -
dous suc cess. “Wednesfield was never be fore
so packed with vis i tors” and “it would have
been im pos si ble to have de sired better be hav -
iour on the part of the crowds.”   These were
the words of Coun cil lor Da vid Prit chard, J.P.
for the County of Stafford.  Con nected by mar -
riage to the Squire fam ily – his wife’s sis ter was 
mar ried to Al fred Squire’s son Cyril – Prit -
chard was for seven years chair man of
Wednesfield Ur ban Dis trict Coun cil and a firm

op po nent of ef forts by
Wolverhampton Cor po ra tion to en -
close Wolverhampton within its
bound aries.   In 1931, Prit chard be -
gan writ ing for St Thomas’s mag a zine 
an in for ma tive and en ter tain ing Civic
Notes fea ture, a se ries which ended
only with his death in 1938. His
monthly con tri bu tions, signed sim ply 
’D.P.’, re veal a loyal de vo tion to
Wednesfield and a fas ci na tion with its 
his tory....es pe cially the more spec u la -
tive el e ments of it. Was there ever a
cas tle in Wood End? he enquires in
1934, for, af ter all, there is a Cas tle
Inn.  And he tells us that there are
those who re mem ber see ing cas -
tle-like blocks of stone ly ing around.
He tells us, too, of the Trum pet Hole,
a deep pool in Ashmore Park, into
which Charles 11 is said to have
thrown his jew els on the jour ney
from Moseley Old Hall to Bentley
Hall.  He tells us of boul ders found
just be low ground level in a field at
March End, be lieved to have marked
the bound ary be tween Wednesfield
and a piece of land called
“Swinesfield, whose his tory abounds
with sto ries of the leg end ary ex is tence 
of a cer tain ed ible an i mal”.

From Prit chard – who writes of swans on
a ca nal in which it is per fectly safe to bathe –
we gain a far more fa vour able im pres sion of
Wednesfield in the thir ties than that de rived
from un em ploy ment sta tis tics for the re gion
or from ca sual vis i tors such as J.B.Priestley,
whose 1934 dis missal of Wednesbury,
Wednesfield, Willenhall and Walsall ended:
“You could call them all wil der ness, and have
done with it.” [26]

Cer tainly, the job less sit u a tion was se vere 
in the early thir ties. The Weldless Steel Tube
Com pany closed tem po rarily, and Wednesfield 
re ceived a grant of £50,000 for re lief schemes.  
Forty-percent of the Par ish was out of work,
in 1932, and when Read ing and Rec re ation
Rooms for the use of the un em ployed opened
in Rook ery Street, over a hun dred joined im -
me di ately.  160 poor fam i lies were to be
helped with clothes and boots by the lo cal
branch of the Per sonal Ser vice League.

In 1932, Howard re ceived £41 from the
Gov er nors of the Bounty of Queen Anne for
the Aug men ta tion of the Main te nance of the
Poor Clergy.  (Queen Anne’s Bounty and the
Ec cle si as ti cal Com mis sioners merged in 1948 
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to form the Church Com mis sioners). The £41
was a ten-year loan, re pay able with in ter est,
granted for the pur pose of “mak ing im prove -
ments to the par son age house.”

In De cem ber 1933, the New In ven tion area 
and that part of Wednesfield Par ish north of
Blackhalve Lane were ceded to Essington when 

St John’s be came a Con sol i dated Chapelry. 
Our link with Essington was to con tinue, each
sub se quent in cum bent of St Thomas’s be ing a
pa tron of St John’s.

In Jan u ary 1934, for mer Meth od ist min is -
ter, Revd T.P.Thomas was or dained dea con at
a spe cial ser vice of or di na tion in St Thomas’s.  
On April 30th the old vic ar age was sold and a
new house pur chased for £1,000 from Mrs
Lilly Ger trude Law rence; this was ‘Grasmere’,
27 Vic ar age Road.

A Pe riod Of Ex pan sion

Af ter two suc cess ful Car ni vals, it was de -
cided not to hold one in 1934, but a grand
fund rais ing Ba zaar was to be held on De cem -
ber 11–13.  Merely in or der to fur nish the
Men’s Stall with sale able goods, an Au gust
gym khana, at tended by about 1,500, was held 
in the grounds of Frank Hyde’s home.
Geoffrey Mander MP per formed the open ing
cer e mony.  Copies of the Wednesfield Cook ery 
Book, com piled by Mrs J. Rob in son, were on
sale.

The suc cess of the Ba zaar was im per a tive. 
The pe riod for which the Di o cese guar an teed
pay ment of St Thomas’s debt in ter est had ex -
pired, and from 1st Jan u ary 1935, the church 
would have to find an ad di tional £87.10s per
year.  Fur ther more, the church was in need of 
re pair.  It had not been dec o rated since the
1902 re build ing, and costly work was needed
on the or gan. More money was re quired for
the Sunday School and the Day Schools, and
Howard was acutely aware of the fact that not
only were two An gli can clergy in suf fi cient to
serve a pop u la tion of 12,000, but also that
Wednesfield’s con tin ued ex pan sion de manded 
an ap pro pri ate re sponse from the Church.

Be cause of its growth, Wednesfield was
di vided into wards in 1935, the year when 700 
bor row ers reg is tered for mem ber ship of li -
brar ies open ing at the church school and
Neachells Lane School. The trol ley bus route
had been ex tended as far as the junc tion of
Bloxwich Road and Wood End Road. “The de -
vel op ment of Wednesfield,” wrote D.P., “pro -
ceeds out wards.” 1935 was the year when the
open-air mar ket ap peared and when 13 acres
were added to the Park.   On Oc to ber 14th,
the Re gal Cin ema, with seat ing for 1, 028,
opened on the site of Wednesfield House
(which had been sold at auc tion for £1,500)
and the man ager Alex Tuck, gave the first
night’s prof its, £12. 2s, to the Car ni val Com -
mit tee.

Howard strove to el bow Wednesfield into
the mod ern age:

“It is amus ing to hear peo ple talk ing of
‘The Vil lage’.  Wednesfield is al ready a third as
big again as the whole City of Lichfield...Let us
no lon ger be vil lage-minded.  Let us think of
the big Town of Wednesfield as it al ready is.”

He pointed out the chal lenge fac ing the
church in this town of Wednesfield:
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Elva Dunn                                         Thelma Wil liams
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Elva Dunn and Sheila Ev ans are better known to day as
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“On the Newbolds Es tate, in the ham let of
Wood End, and in the ham let of March End
new houses are rap idly be ing erected there
should be at least two ad di tional Cu rates and
two whole-time Lay Workers to work up these
Dis tricts with a view, even tu ally, to the for ma -
tion of sep a rate Par ishes.”

Wednesfield was be com ing health ier, too. 
Only twenty years ear lier, 41% of all
Wednesfield fu ner als were of chil dren. Now a
child un der 12 was mourned in fewer than one 
in seven buri als.

In 1936, when the “un sightly and traf -
fic-obscuring” wall that sur rounded St
Thomas’s was low ered to its pres ent level,  the
re sult made peo ple  ask why on earth the im -
prove ment had not been underaken be fore.  
Wednesfield’s Own Sil ver Band was formed by
Mr C.H.Por ter of Lewis Grove, and Al fred
Squire be came its Com mit tee Pres i dent.  There 
were 74 con fir ma tion can di dates that year at
St Thomas’s, in clud ing about 12 from the Cot -
tage Homes, and St Thomas’s Foot ball Club
was formed. Its ground was in Lower
Prestwood Road and the team, un der their
man ager Clar ence Haden, joined the
Wolverhampton and Dis trict Friendly League
in 1938.

Fol low ing a sub com mit tee visit to the
Alleyne Me mo rial Cha pel, near west Bromwich, 
where they saw a sys tem of Ra di ant Heating in
Op er a tion, it was de cided, in 1937, to in stall
such a sys tem in St Thomas’s.  “It will be
noted,” wrote Howard,”that the heat will be ra -
di ated down wards upon the pews, in im i ta tion
of the warmth of the sun.”De spite crit i cisms, at 
the end of the year Howard de clared: “We have
lost the chok ing fumes which used to as sail us
when ever the old ap pa ra tus was used to its full 
ca pac ity.”

Two new char i ties were cre ated in 1937.
Mr & Mrs George Crutchley de pos ited 200
guin eas with the Char ity Com mis sioners for
the in sti tu tion of the ‘George Crutchley Char ity’ 
(to pro vide poor pa rish io ners with Christ mas
com forts) and of the ‘Mary Jane Crutchley
Char ity’ (for the pur chase of hym nals and
prayer-books).  The an nual in ter est on each
was about £3. 7.6d.  George Crutchley – Old
George, as he was known – died very soon af -
ter the char i ties were es tab lished.

In De cem ber, the first par ish Christ mas
card was sent out “to ev ery one who has placed
his or her name on the Pa ro chial Roll or on the 
Com mu ni cants’ Roll.”

In 1938, a par ish link was formed be -
tween St Thomas’s and the Par ish of St Louis
Trichardt in the Transvaal.  Each par ish
prom ised to pray for one an other at least once 
a month.

Howard an nounced in the mag a zine that
he in tended vis it ing the pub lic houses of the
par ish “at a time when I might ex pect a good
many of my pa rish io ners to be pres ent, so
that I might meet them on their own ground
and get to know them better”.  So news wor thy 
was such an in ten tion in 1938 that, per haps
to Howard’s em bar rass ment, it was quoted in
many na tional and pro vin cial pa pers.

A new oak ea gle lec tern was given in
mem ory of Jo seph and Mary Day by their chil -
dren, and Sir Geoffrey Mander opened the
Fifth An nual Flower Show at Al fred Squire’s
“beau ti ful home”, ‘The Hills’, Lichfield Road
(now owned by Mrs Do ris Squire, his daugh -
ter-in-law; her hus band, Cyril, was elected

Mayor of Wolverhampton in 1973 but died the 
fol low ing year.)

St Thomas’s sold over 1,000 cop ies of its
mag a zine each month to a pop u la tion of
16,000 within an area de scribed by D.P. as
“no lon ger an in su lar vil lage but a cos mo pol i -
tan town.”
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But a meet ing held at the In sti tute in No -
vem ber that year had sin is ter over tones: its
pur pose was to dem on strate the as sem bling of
gas masks!

A  Man Of Kent

What ever pri va tions an other world war im -
posed on Wednesfield, it ap pears to have had an 
in sig nif i cant ef fect on pub lic health.  Al though
the sit u a tion grew so se ri ous that on oc ca sions
“No Beer” no tices ap peared out side The Boat!.... 
“in spite of ra tion ing and of the se vere weather,”
wrote Howard in 1942, “the general health of
the Par ish does not seem to have suf fered; for
the num ber of buri als in the first three months 
of this year have been less than in the cor re -
spond ing pe riod of any year this cen tury.”

Howard was clearly dis il lu sioned at this
stage in his min is try.  In July 1942, he com -
plained of col lec tions drop ping to half of what
they had been ten years ear lier, and his de ci -
sion to leave Wednesfield was in flu enced by
fall ing church at ten dances.

“Peo ple make the ex cuse that the ex tra
war work pre vents their at ten dance.  They say 
they have no time – yet find plenty of time for
amuse ments.... I have come to the con clu sion
that the Par ish needs a new voice.... some one
who could pro claim the old mes sage in a new
and more ap peal ing man ner.....  We need
John the Bap tist here in Wednesfield.”

Howard moved to the ru ral par ish of
Stoke-upon-Tern, near Mar ket Drayton and
died in 1952.

In No vem ber – on a Sat ur day af ter noon
be cause of war time black out re stric tions – an -
other bach e lor, the Revd Harry Baylis, M.A.,
was in sti tuted to the liv ing, which then of fered 
an an nual sti pend of £320 plus fees.  This
quiet Kentishman may not have been ev ery -
one’s idea of John the Bap tist, but, ac cord ing
to Har old Randall, though a shy per son, “he
en deared him self to many”.  Cer tainly, he
guided St Thomas’s fi nances to an im proved
po si tion.  At the start of his in cum bency here
he wrote: “We need £12 a week to meet our li -
a bil i ties for our church and schools and we
are get ting at pres ent from all sources about
£10.5s so that we need at least an other £1.
15s a week.”    Yet dur ing his first year the
church con trib uted over £140 to out side
causes. 

From his pre de ces sor, Baylis re ceived the 
fol low ing ad vice con cern ing the an nual dis tri -
bu tion of hand outs from the two funds,
Bealey’s Char ity and Gough’s Char ity for Coal, 
for which the church war dens were re spon si -
ble, though the duty had long since been del e -
gated to a fe male com mit tee which met each
De cem ber.

“I fear that desert is not so much the ba -
sis of choice as is the amount of badg er ing of
the Com mit tee by scroung ers.  Mrs Day once
frankly said that her life would n’t be worth liv -
ing if Mrs X were omit ted from the list.  Then,
quite a num ber turn up af ter the short ser -
vice, just to get the money.  Shortly af ter I
came, I stopped a prof it able trade, where a
woman charged re cip i ents 6d each to col lect
their money for them.  We had to see per son -
ally the ab sen tees, to as cer tain whether they
were re ally ‘too ill to at tend’”.

Baylis played an im por tant part in the
plan ning of both St Greg ory’s, Blackhalve
Lane and the church of St Au gus tine & St
Chad.  
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On Sep tem ber 19th, 1943, the Head Dea -
con ess of the di o cese preached at Even song –
the first time in this par ish that a woman had
preached at a li tur gi cal ser vice.  In the same
year, Dea con ess Cath ar ine Fairbairn took up
res i dence at 33 East Av e nue and joined the
clergy team con sist ing of Baylis, to gether with
cu rates Rich ard Greg ory and Roy A. Lord.  The 
Dea con ess is still re mem bered for her
sick-visiting and her readi ness, where the sit u -
a tion de manded, to in cor po rate in them an en -
er getic burst of scrub bing and clean ing.  

Fred Stride, who had taken over as or gan -
ist from Harry Hitchen two years ear lier, be -
came choir mas ter too in 1944.

Au gust that year was the date of
Wednesfield’s Stay-at-Home Hol i day on King
George’s Playing Fields.  Mrs Mander, wife of
the MP, per formed the open ing cer e mony and
the Count ess of Shrewsbury crowned the Red
Cross Queen.  “Our Amer i can friends sta tioned
lo cally” were in vited to stage a base ball game
and bring along a band to play pop u lar se lec -
tions.  There was a pet show, tal ent con test,
comic foot ball match, tug-of-war, am bu lance
com pe ti tion, Punch and Judy, a horticulural
show, pony rides, com mu nity sing ing, and an
eve ning con cert by Wolverhampton Or pheus
Male Voice Choir.

In 1945, at a time when ca su alty fig ures
seemed ex tremely high, cu rate Roy Lord
penned the fol low ing verses:

The Great ness of Eng land
Wherein does the great ness of Eng land

lie?
In glory, em pire, pres tige?  No! ‘tis in
The Vir tue of those who live and die

In her ser vice.

These are they who re sign, the un cer tain
Hope of hap pi ness for fair Free dom’s

sake
And choose to re sist and suf fer pain

In her hon our.

The Sac ri fice they of fer in com mon
Will be re paid to them sin gly – a praise

Written not only on stone, but on
The hearts of men.

Herein doth the great ness of Eng land lie:
In men who know their Duty, and freely
Give their youth ful lives, not in fear, but

To her Glory.

The Allies’ vic tory in that same year was
cel e brated so whole heart edly in Wednesfield
that St Thomas’s went so far as to broad cast a 
re corded peal of bells across the com mu nity.

Al though av er age weekly com mu ni cants
for the year 1946–47 num bered only 130, St
Thomas’s man aged to give one–fifth of its in -
come to out side causes, to of fer a sex ton £4
per week “with emol u ments” and to pay its
Par ish Quota in full.  Two years later, the
Quota was in creased by a stag ger ing 126%,
but the church was still able to in stall a new
gas heat ing sys tem at a cost of £188.

Where Saints In Glory Stand

On the third Sunday in Ad vent 1949, the
first of the nave’s stained glass win dows was
ded i cated. The St Thomas win dow was given
in mem ory of Fred er ick Mills, 1873–1935, (a
UDC coun cil lor for twenty–eight years) and of
his wife Sa rah El ea nor, 1873–1940.  On the
saint’s right-hand side is de picted the badge
worn by the Chair man of Wednesfield UDC.  It 
in cludes a rep re sen ta tion of the bat tle of AD
910 when the Saxon Ed ward the El der, son of 
Al fred the Great, de feated the treaty-breaking
Dan ish kings who had swept down from
Northumberland with their ar mies to in vade
Mercia.  In this fierce bat tle, which gave
Wednesfield its name, at least two Dan ish
kings were slain

When Good King Ed ward won the day
                        Upon the field of Woden.  . 
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St Thomas’s Mothers Un ion Out ing in 1951
Left to Right: Mrs Pursehouse, Tom White, Revd Harry Baylis, 

Mrs Hamlin, Clar ence Haden, Evelyn Stride, Mrs Manby, Fred Stride, 
Percy Al cock, Mr Manby, Cath Randall, ?, Mrs Guy, Ar thur Adey,

Lavinia Turrell, Mrs. Adey (in hat). Do ris Barnes, Zak Pursehouse,
Gertie White, Mrs. Humphries, Bert Barnes, An nie Day, Tommy Turrell,

Mrs Proffitt, George Humphries, A. Proffitt
Front: George Yerrington, Jean Mal lows, Roger Mal lows (tod dler)

Howard Mal lows, Muriel Munslow (nee Day) Mr Hamlin, Har old Randall.
Wolverampton Ar chives & Lo cal Studies



On the saint’s left-hand side is the he ral dic 
sign of St Thomas – a car pen ter’s square, re -
mind ing us of his work, and a spear, the in -
stru ment of his death.  The apri cot blos soms
sym bol ise doubt; the he lio trope is a sign of
faith.  “We are thus re minded,” wrote
Baylis,”that it was through his ques tion ing
doubt that St Thomas was brought to his great 
af fir ma tion of faith: ‘My Lord and My God.’” 
Why the saint ap pears to be wear ing odd san -
dals is a mys tery!

An other stained-glass win dow, ded i cated
to St Au gus tine, was in stalled the fol low ing
year.  To the right are seen the arms of the city
of Can ter bury where Ethelbert al lowed Au gus -
tine and his forty monks to live and wor ship.
The crest above the city arms is a crown, as
Can ter bury has been ac corded the de scrip tion
“Royal and An cient”.  Be low the shield, the
motto “Ave Ma ter Angliae” (Hail, Mother of the
Eng lish) re fers to Can ter bury be cause its ca -
the dral church is the Mother Church of Eng -
lish Chris tian ity and the whole An gli can
Com mu nion.  The Arms of the Arch bish op ric
are the ar chi epis co pal cross sur -
mounted by the pallium, and hav ing
a mitre as a crest.  St Au gus tine is
shown in vested as a bishop and car -
ries his cro zier.  Since he be gan his
work by found ing a school, he is
shown writ ing in a book, on the
cover of which is a Can ter bury
Cross.  On ei ther side is a Can ter -
bury Bell, the flower as so ci ated with
Au gus tine. 

Both of these win dows (to gether
with the St Pe ter win dow, also on the 
South side) were the work of
Archibald John Davies, who died in

1953.  His work in Bir ming ham and the
West Mid lands earned him an in ter na -
tional rep u ta tion as a crafts man in
stained glass.  Be tween the wars, he
com pleted a set of me mo rial win dows on 
the west wall of the clois ters in Worces -
ter Ca the dral, de pict ing the his tory of
Chris tian ity in Eng land. In one of these,
the sun shine re veals a ruby spar kle
through Car di nal Wolsey’s cloak.  In the
Lady Cha pel at Her e ford Ca the dral are
imag i na tive me di eval scenes.  But one of
his best-known com mis sions is the win -
dow in the vil lage church at Cran ley,
Northamptonshire. It marks the Allies’
vic tory and shows a meet ing of Sir
Winston Chur chill and Pres i dent Roo se -
velt, whose like nesses are cap tured in a
way which dem on strates Davies’s skill as 

a por trait painter. [27]

In 1950, an or gani sa tion of ex-choirboys
was founded – the Eohs!  His tory does not ap -
pear to have re corded the du ra tion of its ex is -
tence!

En graved on the church bell, on a plaque
in the north aisle and also on the font is the
name of a man who served St Thomas’s as
church war den at the time of the fire.  Thomas 
Smith Ma son (Church war den from 1901 –
1916) was fa ther-in-law to Dr Bentley.  The
font also bears the name of Ar thur Thomas
Day, who died in 1950, hav ing served as
church war den for a third of a cen tury.  He
had served, too, as a coun cil lor in Wednesfield 
for many years, in clud ing two as UDC chair -
man.  Part of the leg acy he left to the Vicar
and war dens was used to in stall the in cum -
bents board in the north aisle, and Guy
Parkhouse – by now Preb en dary Parkhouse –
re turned to St Thomas’s to ded i cate this on
Fri day, 12 De cem ber 1952.
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The An nual Boy Bishop Ser vice be gan in Harry Baylis’s time.

Boys Choir out ing (about 1946). Revd Harry Baylis is in shorts.



In the 1951 New Year’s Hon ours list,
Baylis was awarded the King’s Cer tif i cate of
Good Ser vice.  This was the year when dry rot
was dis cov ered, and St Thomas’s was faced
with a £5,000 bill for re pairs, re plas ter ing and
re dec o rat ing.  Stan ley Howard heard the
ill-tidings and, in hu mor ous vein, wrote to
Baylis:

I know an other church where they had
trou ble with dry rot.  Some one was un kind
enough to say that they had so much dry rot
poured out from the pul pit in the last few years 
that it was no won der some of it had lodged in
the wood work!  So in case my ten years and
more has had any con trib u tory ef fect to your
trou ble, I en close a cheque to wards the re pair
fund.  Please re mem ber me to ev ery one.  I pray 
for them street by street ev ery day.

In 1952, the beam that had been
in serted when the west door was con -
structed in 1842 was now found to be
rid dled with death watch bee tle, but
there would no fur ther help from
Howard for in this year he died.

A Par ish Hall For Long Knowle
Es tate

At the An nual Church Meet ing in
1953, Baylis praised “Mrs Mor gan, our
new care taker, for the clean li ness of the 
build ing and its fur ni ture” Zillah Mor -
gan’s pre de ces sor, Mrs Morby, had re -
tired in 1949 and had been pre sented

with an arm chair and a hearth rug!  
Taking over on a vol un tary ba sis to
be gin with, Zillah was later paid six
shil lings a week, and for the past half
cen tury she has seen to it that no
church in Wolverhampton has been
better main tained than St Thomas’s. 
In ad di tion to her clean ing du ties,
Zillah was deemed (by a later in cum -
bent, Barry Rogerson) to be “the best
Job’s Com forter in the busi ness.
(She) has kept me in formed of all
those who have been ill, or where
there is real need.”

In 1951 work started on the
build ing of the Ashmore Park es tate
as an over spill area for
Wolverhampon, and the County
Coun cil’s De vel op ment Plan of that
year aimed at a tar get pop u la tion for
Wednesfield of 35,000 by the year
1971.  By July 1953, Baylis was writ -
ing of “an ur gent call to erect a place

of wor ship for the Long Knowle Es tate.”  That
year, Wednesfield Ur ban Dis trict Coun cil sold
a plot of land on the cor ner of Long Knowle
Lane and Blackhalve Lane for £800, and, al -
though early ref er ences had been to a “Par ish
Hall”, the build ing that was ded i cated by the
Bishop of Stafford on 1st Oc to ber 1954 was
the church of St Greg ory the Great, as the first 
hymn of the open ing ser vice at tested:

“He, whose con fes sion God of old
ac cepted,

Whom through the ages all now hold in
hon our,

Gaining his guer don Saint Greg ory
en tered

Heaven’s high por tal.”
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St Thomas’s Choir – about 1946
From the back row (left to right):

Howard Mal lows, Rev Harry Baylis, Ernie Humphries, Zak Pursehouse,
Tommy White, Fred Adey, Tommy Lisle, Fred Stride, Bert Barnes, Cliff Dawes,

Fred Heath, Tommy Turrill, Ernie Downing, Stan Chappell,
Fred Blakemore, Ar thur Day, John Pickering, Jackie Beddows, ?, Brian Dodd, 

? Bilham, Brian Mor gan Ar thur Adey,
Howard Stride, Bert Nicklin, ?, Alan Tonks, Leslie Kean, Alan Lees, ?, 

John Bilham, Nor man Law ley, Ar thur Pickering, Alan Handley

Fred Stride with his choirboys



Con structed at a cost of £9,278. 19. 1d, it
serves a dis trict carved out of the par ishes of
Bushbury, Essington and Wednesfield. As the
church, hall and vic ar age were built in St
Thomas’s par ish (the lat ter on the site of a
World War 2 pub lic air-raid shel ter!), we took
re spon si bil ity for fi nanc ing the work, though
some thing like half the cost came from the
Church Com mis sioners and lo cal firms were re -
spon sive.  But since we were al ready con sid er -
ing the need for a church in the Stubby Lane
area and for a new Sunday School at
Moathouse, St Thomas’s re spon si bil ity for the
over sight of the new dis trict ceased from
October 1st, apart from our un der tak ing to find, 
for the first four years, a por tion (£104 p.a.) of
the sti pend of the priest-in-charge, the Revd
R.J.Bowler.  A con tri bu tion to wards the lat ter
was raised the fol low ing year from two per for -
mances of the play Everyman pre sented by a
group of teach ers in St Thomas’s.  On May
20th, 1964, St Greg ory’s be came a Stat u tory
Dis trict, a step pre ced ing its con sti tu tion as a
new par ish in 1966, and the Revd E. Downing
was in sti tuted by the Bishop of Stafford as the
first min is ter of the New Dis trict of St Greg -
ory’s.

Wal ter John Birch, el dest and last sur viv -
ing son of for mer in cum bent Revd John
Birch, left the res i due of his es tate to be used
at Baylis’s dis cre tion in mem ory of his par -
ents.  In 1954, we were there fore able to have
the or gan re built, en larged, revoiced and im -
proved by Henry Wil lis & Son Ltd at a cost of
£2,023. 6. 11d and, for a fur ther £43. 12. 6d
to have the or gan cham ber re plas tered and
dec o rated.  And at some point in the early
1950s, a toi let was in stalled at St Thomas’s!

A Mis sion Cha pel For Stubby Lane

The £50l. 8s 1d pro ceeds of St Thomas’s
1955 Christ mas Mar ket were ear marked for
the build ing of a new place of wor ship to serve 
the new es tate spring ing up in the Stubby
Lane area.  In the fol low ing year, Baylis an -
nounced that the new church would be ded i -
cated to St Au gus tine and St Chad – “two
saints whom we justly hon our for their evan ge -
lis tic ef forts, and the fruits of whose la bours we 
now en joy.”  By Jan u ary 1957, work was in
prog ress on both the church and on a bun ga -
low to be known as St Chad’s House.  St
Thomas’s con gre ga tion was in vited to pro vide

items of equip ment – kneel ers, for
in stance, at 7s each, a 25s wa fer box, 
two glass cru ets at 27/6d each or
prayer books at 7s.

On Easter Sunday 1957, a ser -
vice was held in the Gwynn Mor gan
Hall – the first meet ing in the area for 
those who were to form the reg u lar
wor ship pers at tend ing the new
church.  And on Au gust 31st, al most
two years af ter plan ning be gan, the
Church of St Au gus tine and St Chad
was ded i cated by the Bishop of
Stafford.  St Thomas’s cu rate, Roger
Bould, moved into St Chad’s house
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St Chad’s in the 1960s.



with his wife of one month, and be gan a
seven-year min is try in that part of the par ish.

Fred er ick Nor man Lewis

Baylis in 1956 was ap pointed  ‘Mas ter of
the Hos pi tal of Saint John the Bap tist with out
the Bars of the City of Lichfield’.  Four years
later he was in stalled in Lichfield Ca the dral to
the Prebendal Stall of Ufton Can tor is. He died
in 1973.  The cel e brant at his re quiem mass in 
the Cathdral was the Revd John Howe whose
par ents had kept ‘The An gel’ in Wednesfield
and whom Baylis had nur tured in the Chris -
tian Faith.

Fred er ick Nor man Lewis, a na tive of
Longton, had grad u ated from Leeds Uni ver sity
with an Hon ours De gree in Eng lish and had
trained at Mirfield.  From a cu racy at St
Mary’s, Stafford, he came to St Thomas’s in
1956 with his wife Ann.  The night of his in sti -
tu tion was so foggy that the coach party from
Stafford aban doned the trip, the vicar of St
Greg ory’s was the sole vis it ing cler gy man and it 
took the Bishop of Stafford two hours to get
home again af ter wards.  Nev er the less, St
Thomas’s was three-quarters full for the event.

Whereas his pre de ces sor had dis liked be -
ing called upon at the vic ar age and had in -
sisted that those wish ing to see him should do
so at spec i fied times in church, Lewis made
him self more avail able and could be seen “at
the Vic ar age most morn ings and eve nings, out -
side en gage ments per mit ting”.

The Christ mas Mar ket that year net ted
£1031. 19. 0d

A visit to Alton Towers was as ap peal ing to 
a child of the fif ties as to to day’s rid ers on £12
mil lion rollercoaster mar vels.  The Sunday
School’s trip there in June 1957 took place
“with no se ri ous mis hap, al though two
chil dren fell into the lake, which is for tu -
nately shal low.  Both vic tims con sid ered
their feat to be the high light of the day as 
far as they were con cerned.”  Pre sum -
ably, the trip was free for Sunday school 
mem bers.  For the 1959 visit, coach
fare, ad mis sion and tea cost
non-members 5/6d.  Adults paid 9/-. 

Thanks pri mar ily to the Church of
Eng land Men’s So ci ety, Lewis was pro -
vided with “Jeremy”, a smart grey van
which made light work of trans port ing
the film equip ment and other ap pa ra tus
that fre quently ac com pa nied him.  His

im pact on the par ish is re flected in the in -
crease in com mu nion fig ures – the 1958 to tal
of 11,663 be ing 83% up on that of two years
ear lier.

A Church For Ashmore Rails

Plans and dis cus sions con cern ing the
build ing of a church in Ashmore Park be gan
in 1957, by which time some of the new
houses in the area were al ready oc cu pied.

There is an un sub stan ti ated story to the
ef fect that the bones of St Chad were re moved
from be neath the al tar at Lichfield Ca the dral
and hid den at Ashmore be fore be ing again re -
moved and scat tered. [42]

Ashmore Park had once been the ru ral
res i dence of the Dean of Wolverhampton (in
1429 he was known lo cally as ‘The Lord of
Ashmore’[20]), and, since the Chap lains of
Wednesfield were in a sense the Dean’s rep re -
sen ta tives, some streets on the es tate are
named af ter them.   Baylis Avenue, Birch
Road and Clare Av e nue, for in stance.

Known lo cally as Ashmore Rails (from the
net work of nar row gauge rail ways used to carry 
coal tubs from the pits), it had be come an al -
most bar ren area of pit mounds with some
farm land – an ideal ad ven ture play ground for
chil dren.  These doubt less in cluded the gypsy
chil dren whose par ents’ car a vans gave Kitchen
Lane its lo cal name of Gypsy Lane.  Walking
over Ashmore Rails was a fa vour ite di ver sion
af ter Sunday even song in the 1940s of the
church youth club, The Guild of Youth....
known lo cally as ‘The Gilded Youth’!

By July 1958, the Ur ban Dis trict Coun cil
had granted a site for the new church – a
stone’s throw from the site of Ashmore Farm,
the re mains of whose moat can still be seen. 
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But seven years were to go by be fore build ing
work would com mence.

Chris tian Aid

The par ish mag a zine edi tion for April
1959 is the first one to in clude a ref er ence to
a Chris tian Aid Week col lec tion in
Wednesfield. “The aim of this week,” wrote
Lewis, “will be to draw at ten tion to the plight
of mil lions of ref u gees and to gain help for
them.”1959–1960 was World Ref u gee Year,
and a joint An gli can-Methodist com mit tee in -
vited mem bers of all Wednesfield schools, fac -
to ries and or gani sa tions to help raise £3,000
for ref u gee re lief.  A Ref u gee Ex hi bi tion was
held in the Meth od ist School Rooms, Well
Lane; the Re gal Cin ema gave a spe cial fund -
rais ing mid night mat i nee; and it was planned
to visit ev ery house in Wednesfield for an en -
ve lope col lec tion.

By the fol low ing year, Chris tian Aid’s fo -
cus had moved from ref u gees to the Third
World, and St Thomas’s cu rate, Ar thur Wil -
liams (later to be come Vicar of Codsall) chal -
lenged the com mu nity to give a mile of
pen nies to help save the 12 mil lion ba bies
born into the world each year who “ die be fore 
they are weaned.”

The Sixties

The new de cade saw the in tro duc tion (in
Jan u ary 1960) of Chris tian Stew ard ship en ve -
lopes at St Thomas’s.  In the ini tial Stew ard -
ship Cam paign, 800 fam i lies were vis ited, and
399 pledges re sulted, giv ing a to tal weekly in -
come of £88. 1.2d.

In 1962, an aumbry, de signed by
N.F.Cachemaille-Day, was in stalled at a cost of
£200, de frayed from a leg acy be queathed by
Mrs Mabel Turner.

Wednesfield Mar ket moved to the carpark
area op po site the Coun cil Of fices, which MP
Jennie Lee had opened five years ear lier, and
re mained there un til 1970.  The Re gal Cin ema, 
which had gazed across the road at St
Thomas’s for al most 37 years, closed down in
March 1962 when the new own ers, Newland
Se cu ri ties Ltd of Solihull, sub mit ted plans to
use the site for a shop ping de vel op ment. In
May the Queen vis ited Wednesfield and was
cheered by 6,000 school chil dren lin ing
Lakefield Road.  The Toc H Room in Graiseley
Lane was opened in 1964.

In Holy Week that year, the church was
packed for per for mances of Henri Gheon’s
play “The Way of the Cross”, pro duced by Bert 
Nicklin and in clud ing in the cast Sheila
Watkins and Iris Millington.

 No Noi some Or Of fen sive Trading At
The Rec tory, Please. 

In the fol low ing year, the Wood End
church school that Revd Wil liam Stephens
had founded was re placed by the pres ent
school in Mattox Road.  Nor man Lewis moved 
to St Chad’s, Shrewsbury, and, on May 13th,
the Revd Wal ter John Turner, for merly of the
Church of the Epiph any, Oxley, be came our
new Par ish Priest.

In Oc to ber, the pres ent Rec tory (9, Vic ar -
age Road) was pur chased for £5,900 from
med i cal prac ti tio ners Harry and Ol ive Wil son.  
In den tures dated 7 April 1897 and 5 Au gust
1899 for the land on which this prop erty
stands state that it may not be used for the
erec tion of “any work shop or Brass Foundry,
chim ney stack, steam boiler, gas en gine or
ma chin ery of any kind”.  Fur ther more, we are
ex pressly for bid den to carry out “upon the
said land and heraditament any noi some or
of fen sive trade or busi ness or do any thing
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what so ever from which any nui sance can arise
to the neigh bour hood.”  The 1897 in den ture
stip u lates that the only type of build ing that
may be erected on the land must be a pri vate
dwell ing house “to the value of two hun dred
and twenty pounds at the least.”

Se vere re stric tions in deed!

But there were fewer lim i ta tions on our
use of the church build ing, and in Oc to ber
1965 John Turner held the first Pets Ser vice at 
St Thomas’s.  “Bring your pets along,” he in -
vited, “birds, cats, dogs, rab bits, ham sters.” 
Pos si bly, chil dren were wel come, too!  Ev i -
dently, the idea was suc cess ful, for it was re -
peated an nu ally un til at least 1971.

De spite much lo cal op po si tion,
Wednesfield lost its in de pend ent lo cal gov ern -
ment sta tus in 1966, and, to gether with
Tettenhall and Bilston, was merged into
Wolverhampton.  Some mem bers of the com -
mu nity were go ing up in the world at this time, 
how ever – mainly by lift, as they set tled into
the new tower blocks.  Wil liam Bentley Court –
named af ter the Wednesfield-born GP who
prac tised here for over 50 years – was vis ited
by teams of wel com ers from St Thomas’s who
were “cor dially re ceived”.  Res i dents of the sec -
ond block, Wodensfield Tower, were vis ited
and in vited to a cof fee eve ning in the Toc H
Room.  And our cu rate, Charles Philip Collis
Smith, moved with his wife from No 1 Fred er -
ick Road into Lathe Court, Pickering Road.

A Mothers and Babies Club (later, ‘The
Un der-Fives Club’) be gan meet ing on Wednes -
days at 2.30 pm – on the vic ar age lawn when
fine, in the In sti tute when not.

Jan u ary 1967 saw the in tro duc tion at
Fam ily Com mu nion of the of fer tory pro ces -
sion, as cur rently con ducted.  St Thomas’s re -
ceived the gift of a sil ver cross for the Lady
Al tar, and un der took re con struc tion of the
church porch, re plac ing the in ner doors with
the pres ent glass-pannelled ones of afromosio
wood and in stall ing new no tice boards with
con cealed light ing.  The cost was borne by the
In Memoriam Fund, which John Turner had
in tro duced the pre vi ous year, and from the
Ar thur Adey Me mo rial Fund.  From the In
Memoriam Fund, a pair of Dutch pew ter flag -
ons were pur chased in 1968 for the wine and
wa ter used at Holy Com mu nion.

“A Long, Com pli cated And Costly
Busi ness”

On 22nd June, the Bishop of Lichfield,
Stret ton Reeve, per formed the ded i ca tion cer e -
mony at the open ing of St Alban’s Church.  St
Alban’s Church School had opened two years
ear lier and the Ashmore Inn had al ready ap -
peared on the scene.  The build ing of St
Alban’s was a pro ject that John Turner re -
ferred to as “a long, com pli cated and costly
busi ness.”  The orig i nal ar chi tect had with -
drawn, but his ten ta tive de signs were de vel -
oped by the Revd An thony Hill, ARIBA. 
Al though a site had been granted in 1958, not
un til 1963 was a name cho sen for the new
church.  The Bishop’s Cam paign Com mit tee
had made grants and loans to tal ling £11,600;
St Thomas’s 1964 Christ mas Mar ket raised
over £1,500 for the pro ject; and when, in
1966, £4,000 was still re quired and each
house hold in Ashmore Park was in vited to
buy a one shil ling brick each week, 58% of
fam i lies re sponded pos i tively.  At the open ing

on 22nd June, the Feast of St
Alban, the church was packed and
peo ple queued out side to catch a
glimpse of the ser vice.

The to tal cost of around
£25,000 in cluded the build ing of St 
Alban’s House into which As sis tant
Cu rate, Revd John Smart had
moved in De cem ber 1966 to have
over sight of St Alban’s “when it is
com pleted next year.”  He re mained 
there, with his wife and two young
chil dren, un til 1970, form ing a nu -
cleus of peo ple whose com mit ment
made growth pos si ble.   He also
took charge of the St Alban’s Build -
ing Fund and de voted much time
and ef fort to the church’s in volve -

41

Starting work on St Alban’s



ment in the an nual Ashmore Park Car ni val.

Within a year of St Alban’s open ing, plans
for the build ing at Ashmore Park of a United
Free Bap tist Church were made pub lic.  John
Turner de plored the idea.  Un der the head ing
‘The Crazy Gang’, he wrote:

“The thought of a pro lif er a tion of church
build ings in this age of ec u men i cal dis cus sion
and ac tion makes non sense of a prac ti cal
quest for Chris tian unity.  The thought of an -
other group of peo ple badg er ing the es tate for
money to build an other church is enough to
make peo ple ask.  “What are these Chris tians
about?  Have they re ally any idea what they are 
do ing?”

In 1967, St Thomas’s re ceived a pro ces -
sional cross, the gift of Sam Adey in mem ory of 
Priscilla Adey. It is a St Mar tin’s Cross, so
called be cause the same de sign is used in St
Mar tin-in-the Fields, Lon don.  Guy Parkhouse
died in 1968 at the age of 97, and the St Greg -
ory win dow was in stalled in his mem ory.

The Se ries Two com mu nion ser vice was
in tro duced at St Thomas’s in this year, and, in
mem ory of Reg Conway, we ac quired the hand -
some ta ble from which ser vice books are
handed out at the back of church.

Christ in the Con crete City was pro duced
in church by Bert Nicklin in 1969.  Un like the
1964 drama pro duc tion, how ever, this was re -
garded as a very avant-garde piece at the time
and at ten dance was dis ap point ing.

The Sev enties

In 1970, John Turner be came a mem ber
of the newly-created Dean ery Synod and Mr P.
Allcock of St Thomas’s was ap pointed its trea -
surer.  The Hay ward Foun da tion do nated
£1,000 to our £4,500 ap peal for work on the
or gan, fab ric re pairs and the es tab lish ing of a
Cap i tal En dow ment Fund to meet fu ture con -
tin gen cies.  In July, chil dren of the Par ish
Sunday Schools pre sented in St Thomas’s a
‘Pag eant of Car ing Through the Ages’.  And in
De cem ber, the Christ mas card rack ap peared
for the first time.

Three new win dows were ded i cated by the
Bishop of Lichfield on Mothering Sunday of the 
fol low ing year, all de signed by Bronwen
Gordon at her Ab bots Bromley stu dio.  The
Holy Trin ity win dow was given by Ken
Munslow in mem ory of his par ents and it re -
minds us that Holy Trin ity Church, Heath

Town was our first daugh ter church.  Sim i -
larly, the sub jects of the other two win dows
sym bol ise St Thomas’s role in set ting up lo cal
places of wor ship.  The St Alban win dow was
in stalled in mem ory of many Wednesfield peo -
ple who had died and whose fam i lies had sub -
scribed to the In Memoriam Fund.

1971 was not a good year for the Turners.  
On the very day that Mrs Turner was dis -
charged from hos pi tal, the vicar was or dered
to take three months’ rest.  Al though the re -
vised Elec toral Roll at that time num bered
376 names, on re turn ing to his du ties John
Turner was sad dened to find the 10 am con -
gre ga tion a shadow of its for mer self.  “My
friends,” he wrote, “where are you that the Eu -
cha rist means so lit tle to you?”

We had es tab lished a “spe cial fi nan cial re -
spon si bil ity” for the Mis sion Hos pi tal at
Magila in Tan za nia, and in March 1972, the
hos pi tal’s Sis ter Faith spoke at St Alban’s. 

The Globe Players of Stratford-on-Avon,
who had made their first visit to St Thomas’s
the pre vi ous year when they gave “a mov ing
per for mance” of the Na tiv ity Play from the
Coven try Mys tery Cy cle, re turned in May to
pres ent ‘Everyman’.  Other vis it ing en ter tain -
ers in 1972 in cluded Pe ter Lewis and the Liv -
er pool Raiders who gave a folk con cert and a
folk ser vice – both well-attended, though some 
peo ple stayed away in pro test.  John Turner
asked wryly,”What is it that makes an or gan
‘right’ for a ser vice and gui tars ‘not right’?  It
must in volve some ab struse theo log i cal point
which, in my in no cence, I have over looked.”

Eco log i cally, the year was daunt ing.  Hav -
ing fought a suc cess ful bat tle with the Coun cil
at the end of 1971 over their turf ing of the
church’s flower bor der (later re in stated), most 
of the 26 trees around the church were found
to be de cayed and dan ger ous. They were
thought to be about 120 years old, but they
now had to be felled.  Soon af ter, Dutch Elm
dis ease struck six trees in the Graiseley Lane
Church yard.

The first men tion of a Christingle Ser vice
be ing held at St Thomas’s was in 1973.  This
ser vice had been re vived, largely through the
ef forts of the Children’s So ci ety.  In the same
year, St Alban’s Pri mary School pre sented
“Jo seph and his Amaz ing Tech ni col our
Dreamcoat” in the church.

In 1974, the Bishop of Shrewsbury ded i -
cated the sil ver cross and can dle sticks given
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for the High Al tar in mem ory of Charles East
(our trea surer for 14 years) who had died in
1971.(In July, brass can dle sticks “as so ci ated
with an old his toric fam ily” were sto len from
the High Al tar). The por ta ble font was ded i -

cated in mem ory of Mr J. Lloyd, and, in Sep -
tem ber, the Bishop of Lichfield ded i cated the
An nun ci a tion win dow, given by Mrs Gladys
Green in mem ory of her hus band Wil liam
Edwin (Ted). 

In Jan u ary 1975, John Turner left to be -
come Vicar of Shifnal with Boningale and Ru -
ral Dean of Shifnal. June 6th saw the
in sti tu tion of Revd Barry Rogerson, for mer
Vice-Principal of Lichfield Theo log i cal Col lege
and Di rec tor of Studies on the staff of Salis -
bury Wells Theo log i cal Col lege. 

In his first An nual Gen eral Meet ing re port, 
he thanked the PCC “for not mak ing me live in
the shadow of the pre vi ous vicar. I com mend
your tact....though there are times when Guy
Parkhouse is an even more elu sive ghost.”

The sit u a tion con cern ing young peo ple in
the par ish was en cour ag ing at this time.  At the 
Sunday School held in the In sti tute, seven
teach ers taught an av er age at ten dance of 45
chil dren, and, in No vem ber, it was re ported

that num bers at tend ing the Wood End Sunday
School “have in creased dur ing re cent weeks
(and) it is now found that there is con sid er able
mu si cal tal ent amongst teach ers and pu pils.” 
In Sep tem ber, the Quest Club (started with
the ob ject of bring ing to gether all Con fir ma -
tion can di dates in the par ish in train ing for
Chris tian liv ing) had 44 mem bers – though
the num ber had fallen to 21 by the fol low ing
March.

A Room By Any Other Name....

Af ter serv ing as PCC Sec re tary for 25
years, Har old Randall re signed from the post 
in 1976 and was suc ceeded for a short time
by Ash ton Britten. With one of the re tir ing
sec re tary’s keennest sparetime in ter ests in
mind, the vicar pre sented him with two
books on lo cal rail ways, and in ex press ing
the PCC’s grat i tude, took as his text Isa iah 6,
1 (“And his train filled the tem ple”)!

At a cost of around £7,000, St Thomas’s
Room was con structed. Of the pews re moved
from the back of church to make space avail -
able for the pro ject, Willenhall Com pre hen -
sive School bought eight rows for play ground
seat ing and St Thomas’s School had two
rows.  Much ear nest de lib er a tion took place
be fore a name for the room was agreed upon. 
Sug ges tions in cluded the Ves ti bule Room, the 
Wil liam Stephens Room, the Clare Room and 
the MEDE Room – an idea of Stan Rixon’s,
the let ters stand ing for the ‘Most Ex pen sive

Draft Ex cluder’ in the Church of Eng land!
Finally, Barry Rogerson was obliged to an -
nounce:  “For all our in ge nu ity we had to re -
sort to the sim ple an swer – St Thomas’s
Room.”

Nor man Lewis re turned on Oc to ber 10th
to per form the ded i ca tion cer e mony and John 
Turner preached. The only jar ring note was a
young cho ris ter’s over heard as sess ment of the 
vicar’s com pleted pro ject: “He’s spoilt our
church!”

Fitting out the kitchen was paid for in
mem ory of Jeffrey Douglas Tandy by mem -
bers of his fam ily. 

18 Duke Street

On Oc to ber 16th, the serv ing of Sat ur day
morn ing cof fee be gan in St Thomas’s Room.

In 1977, Eddie Neale un der took al ter -
ations to the tower room so that the choir
could keep their be long ings there.  In June,
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Mike Al ex an der came to Wednesfield.  On July
23, he mar ried Vivien Simmonds and they
moved into the house that St Thomas’s had
pur chased for £11,000 in May – 18 Duke
Street.  Dur ing his cu racy here, Mike wrote the 
words of our Hymn for St Thomas’s Day, sung
to the tune ‘An gel Voices’ and be gin ning:

Thomas knew you when he saw you,
found in you his hope; 
may we learn to trust you fully
when we fail to cope.
Happy we who have not seen you,

Yet be lieve you,
Lord of hope.

(1991 revised version)

The Maundy Thurs day Agape was in tro -
duced, soup, bread and a drink be ing served
in St Thomas’s Room af ter the Eu cha rist.  
Se ries 3 was tried but found want ing: St

Thomas’s re verted to Se ries 2, us ing 3 on 
spe cial oc ca sions only.

This was the year when, at a cost of £302,
an au dio-system was in stalled, and when, due
to wood worm, one of the legs fell off the
bishop’s chair!

Nomleas 

1978 was the cen te nary of the death of
Bishop Selwyn, who, be fore be com ing Bishop
of Lichfield, had been the first Bishop of New
Zea land.  As part of the ‘Selwyn Cel e bra tions’, 
Barry Rogerson was in vited to par tic i pate in
an ex change of priests and spend six months
at the Bishop Patterson Theo log i cal Cen tre on
Guadalcanal in the Sol o mon Is lands – lo cated
in the Di o cese of Mel a ne sia. In ex change, from 
Mel a ne sia, a Poly ne sian in his mid-twenties
(one of 7,000 in a pop u la tion of 180,000) was
sent to Wednesfield, and, on 10th Feb ru ary
Nomleas Hoey Sekonga took up res i dence in
the vic ar age.   When the Rogersons left the UK 
on Easter Mon day, Revd Gra ham John son
and his fam ily moved into the vic ar age, too,
while ex ten sions were made to St Chad’s
House.

Nomleas be came a pop u lar fig ure in the
par ish.  “As a priest,” he wrote, “I find that the 
peo ple of Wednesfield are most wel com ing
and friendly. I did n’t have any feel ings of prej -
u dice be cause of my col our”. 

He taught the chil dren of St Thomas’s Pri -
mary School to per form Sol o mon Is land
dances, and, dur ing a ser vice held at the end
of the Selwyn Cen te nary Cel e bra tions, a group 
from St Thomas’s Church danced in Lichfield
Ca the dral.  At a spe cial ser vice in West min ster 
Ab bey on July 7th (to mark Sol o mon Is lands’
In de pend ence) Nomleas read a les son.  He ar -
rived back in the Sol o mon Is lands on 7th Jan -
u ary 1979, but St Thomas’s re tained con tact
with him and con trib uted to pro jects such as
the Ru ral Church Training Cen tre he later
built.

Equal Op por tu nities had ad vanced a step
in 1970 when la dies joined the sidesmen’s
rota. Now, eight years later, the PCC passed a
mo tion that “we ac cept fe male serv ers from
the age of con fir ma tion, af ter con sul ta tion be -
tween the Vicar and Sac ris tan.”  The in no va -
tion was not unan i mously wel comed!

Bishop Barry

1979 was an event ful year.  Fol low ing a
lo cal sur vey, a monthly Fam ily Ser vice in St
Thomas’s School be gan for the ben e fit of fam i -
lies in the Mattox Road area; how ever, this
closed the fol low ing year ow ing to low at ten -
dance.  Evelyn Southall was ap pointed as our
first Par ish Sec re tary and a tele phone was in -
stalled.
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More sig nif i cantly, how ever, on Jan u ary
1st, the Wednesfield Team Min is try be came ef -
fec tive, and in May, Gra ham John son and Jon -
a than Coo per were li censed as first Team
Vicars of St Chad’s and St Alban’s re spec tively.  
Nor man Lewis and John Turner had sown the
seeds for this new de vel op ment, and Barry
Rogerson shaped it into what he termed “a se -
cure struc ture”.  Two years ear lier, he had
writ ten:

“Team Min is try for Wednesfield will mean
a change in sta tus for St Thomas’s Church; a
let ting go of St Alban’s and St Chad’s, so that
the whole par ish can be come more alive....
each church will have greater free dom to de -
velop its min is try se ri ously.”

Al though, twenty years later, St Alban’s
found that Team Min is try was not al low ing the
de gree of free dom it needed, Barry Rogerson
re garded it as the most im por tant change
wrought here dur ing his min is try, a min is try
which ended on April 25th when, in St Paul’s
Ca the dral,  he was con se crated first Bishop
Suf fra gan of Wolverhampton.  Al though not le -
gally an Area Bishop (the Area Scheme was not 
ga zetted un til 1992), Barry Rogerson acted as
such, and, in a large di o cese such as Lichfield,
he saw his new ap point ment as the only ef fec -

tive means by which bish ops could op er ate. 
“It is re ally only a team min is try writ large.”
He served in Wolverhampton un til el e vated to
the See of Bris tol in 1985.

The de cade ended with the ar rival from
Great Wyrley of Revd John Newcombe Craig
to be in sti tuted Rec tor of Wednesfield on De -
cem ber 21st, 1979.

The Eighties

The eight ies be gan with vi tal re serves
threat ened by £5,400-worth of re pairs to
three of the flat roofs. (Eddie Neale and the
youth club ven tured in side the roof and
cleared out six boxes of bird drop pings,
straw and two birds’ eggs!).  On his re tire -
ment from Wolverhampton Poly tech nic, Har -
old Randall be came our Par ish Clerk, and, to 
com mem o rate their Ruby Wed ding, Har old
and his wife Cath gave St Thomas’s a por ta -
ble lec tern. 

In June, a mu si cal en ter tain ment was
given in church by The Min strels and the
Jameson Singers, the for mer in clud ing Gra -
ham and Jane John son with John, Olivia,
Da vid and Pat rick Craig.  The event was per -
haps sig nif i cant in the sense that it rep re -
sented two of John Craig’s con tri bu tions to
the life of St Thomas’s: the de vel op ment of
high stan dards of mu sic in both wor ship and 
lei sure and an ear nest com mit ment to the
work of Chris tian Aid, to which the eve ning’s
£62 pro ceeds were sent.

Bishop Barry pre sided, and John Howe
preached, at a Sung Eu cha rist held on De -
cem ber 9th to mark Fred Stride’s 40 years as 
or gan ist at St Thomas’s (and his ser vice to

the church as a cho ris ter for 30 years be fore
that!) When he re tired two years later, Fred
claimed to have played at about 4,000 wed -
dings!

An ap peal was launched in 1981 to raise
£3,000 for im prove ments to the light ing, al ter -
ations to the heat ing sys tem in the chan cel
and dec o ra tion of the chan cel and sanc tu ary.
A small com mit tee chaired by Charles Owen
ran a ‘tal ents scheme’ in which in di vid u als
were given £2 and sent forth to mul ti ply (the
money, that is!) 18-year-old Chubb ap pren -
tices, Nick Ward and Ken Daly vol un tarily re -
placed locks, hinges and bolts on the
sev enty-year-old church yard gates.   

The year saw the in tro duc tion at St
Thomas’s of the Al ter na tive Ser vice Book, ini -

45

John Craig



tially on a four-month trial ba sis, af ter which
the con gre ga tion was in vited to buy cop ies for
the church at £4 each.    A Mar riage Prep a ra -
tion Course run partly by lay vol un teers was
started, and the serv ing of cof fee af ter Sunday’s 
Fam ily Com mu nion be gan.  On April 12th,
Bishop Barry or dained Ger ald Free man in St
Thomas’s Church the first such or di na tion
since Revd T.P.Thomas was or dained here in
1934.

1982 was a year of sig nif i cant de vel op -
ments in the la ity’s shar ing with the clergy in
the pas to ral care of the com mu nity.  It saw the
start of the Church Vis i tors Scheme, twenty
vis i tors each tak ing a cer tain re spon si bil ity for
eight fam i lies; lay ad min is tra tion of the chal ice
at Com mu nion was in tro duced; twenty peo ple
vol un teered to as sist with Bap tism Prep a ra tion 
eve nings; and, fol low ing a March meet ing be -
tween clergy and So cial Ser vices, a course of
train ing for be reave ment vis i tors was
launched.  With Evelyn Southall as
Co-ordinator and Ger ald Free man chair ing the 
or gan is ing com mit tee, by Sep tem ber, twenty
vol un teers were avail able to visit the re cently
be reaved.

The year was not an un blem ished suc cess
story, how ever.   In Sep tem ber, the young
people of the choir were in formed that their
pres ence at the rest of the sea son’s wed dings
would not be re quired, ow ing to the fact that
their be hav iour had been, in the words of
Church Com mit tee min utes,  “most dis ap -
point ing”.

Cap tain Noah 

When the Prime Min is ter, Mar ga ret
Thatcher, cen sured lo cal au thor i ties who
had underspent their cap i tal al low ances,
Wolverhampton Coun cil asked St
Thomas’s if we would like to have the out -
side of the church cleaned, and so, in
1983, we were for tu nate enough to lose,
with out charge, the coat ings of fac tory
smoke and solid fuel burn ing which de -
cades of win ter smog from the ca nal area
had en cour aged to ad here to the fab ric. 
Fur ther re fur bish ment fea tured the
weather-cock which had its tail welded on
and re ceived a coat of paint.  In doors, vol -
un teers su per vised by Bert Barnard dec o -
rated the side aisles, and on No vem ber
30th Revd Alan Warner of St Greg ory’s
ded i cated the St Greg ory Cha pel, which
would be used, said John Craig, when 

“On Saints Days dur ing the year; dur ing Lent
and Holy Week and at other times we.... want
to hold in church a small, quiet, de vo tional
ser vice, usu ally a Com mu nion, with a time of
si lence and med i ta tion dur ing it.”

Adrian Daffern had im pressed with his
vir tu os ity as or gan ist fol low ing Fred stride’s
re tire ment, but Da vid Lloyd took over as or -
gan ist-choirmaster in Sep tem ber, the month
when Ger ald Free man left to run a vil lage hos -
telry near Cam bridge and when the Se nior
Cit i zens Club be gan its Wednes day af ter noon
meet ings in St Thomas’s Room.  
Ada Millichamp, four years be fore her death
at the age of 85, pub lished Mem ories of Yes -
ter day, which were in valu able in com pil ing the 
pres ent his tory.  And the so cial high light of
the year was Olivia Craig’s mam moth No vem -
ber pro duc tion of Cap tain Noah and his
Floating Zoo, a bib li cal can tata by Mi chael
Flan ders and Jo seph Horovitz.  Over 200 peo -
ple were in volved, and for the first time in St
Thomas’s his tory, a mo tor bike was rid den up
the nave whilst chil dren dressed as frogs nib -
bled buns in the pul pit!

In the fol low ing year, as part of her train -
ing to be come a non-stipendiary dea con ess,
Penny Millchamp spent a three-week place -
ment in the par ish.  Tessa San der son opened
the Spring Fair, and the W.A.C.Y.Club was
formed for young Chris tians from the three
Team churches.  Fr Tony Allport of St Pat -
rick’s chaired the first meet ing of the
Wednesfield Coun cil of Churches (later,
Churches To gether in Wednesfield), a de vel op -
ment from the forty Lent housegroups that
met on an ec u men i cal ba sis that year.
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His tory In Glass

At the Har vest Fes ti val on Oc to ber 7th,
the last of the nave’s stained-glass win dows
was ded i cated by Canon John Turner.  Given
in mem ory of Coun cil lor Jo seph Dudley by
his sons and pro duced by Oakwood Stained
Glass of Stoke-on-Trent, the widow de picts St 
Chad dressed as a bishop, with cro zier in
hand and bear ing, in his other arm (as pic -
tures of bish ops gen er ally do) a model of his
ca the dral – in this case of course, Lichfield.

The in stal la tion of this win dow com pleted 
St Thomas’s fenestral his tory.  We are in the
prov ince of Can ter bury – hence the St Au gus -
tine win dow.  For a long time, Wednesfield
was in the par ish of St Pe ter – hence, the St
Pe ter win dow.  In the 18th cen tury, St
Thomas’s was built; later Holy Trin ity and
more re cently St Greg ory’s were erected and
were given their own sep a rate par ishes. 
Within our own par ish, St Chad’s and St
Alban’s were built and are part of our Team
Min is try.

At the age of 69, Har old Randall died in
1985....a mat ter of weeks af ter the death of
his wife Cath. He had been a Ser vant of the
Sanc tu ary, for over fifty years, forty of which
were spent at St Thomas’s where he had also
served in a va ri ety of other roles, in clud ing
Par ish War den.  His aware ness of the
church’s prac ti cal needs was re flected in the
£10,000 be quest he and Cath left St Thomas’s 
for the in stal la tion of un der-pew hot-water
pipes heated by a gas boiler.  We have much
to thank them for, es pe cially dur ing the cold
days of win ter!

Penny Millichamp joined the staff as a
dea con ess, and, in Sep tem ber, a flower fes ti -
val on the theme Youth in Bloom was held
dur ing the week end of cu rate Mike Dadson’s
or di na tion.  A ‘Liv ing and Be lieving’ course
was held dur ing the year; the choir sang Even -
song at Southwell Min is ter in Au gust, and on
Fri day 4th Oc to ber, Ra dio 2’s Sunday Half
Hour was re corded from St Thomas’s to go
out on the World Ser vice which is re ceived by
45 mil lion lis ten ers.

On a grave note, Graiseley Lane church -
yard was de clared full!

The Rope Of Love

Women had a high pro file in 1986.  Gill
Ed wards be came our first woman or gan ist.
Joan Winterbottom worked as both an or -

dained United Re formed Church min is ter at
Oldfallings URC and as a li censed lay-worker 
at tached to St Alban’s.  At a Sep tem ber meet -
ing to de bate the mo tion “This par ish would
wel come a woman priest to ad min is ter Word
and Sac ra ment amongst us”, 52 of the 60 per -
sons pres ent voted in fa vour.  And in No vem -
ber, Olivia Craig pro duced ‘The Rope of Love’ 
at St Leon ard’s, Bilston, with Gill Ed wards at 
the or gan and with var i ous choirs, in clud ing
St Thomas’s.

The loop sys tem for the hard of hear ing
was in stalled, in mem ory of Flo Owen, but
the 60% vote in fa vour of a scheme to lower
the pul pit on to the stone plinth be neath it
was con sid ered too small a ma jor ity to be
acted upon.

Be tween Maundy Thurs day and Easter
Sunday, un der the guid ance of Mike and
Rebecca Dadson, ACTS (the next youth group 
to ma teri al ise) un der took a 72-hour non-stop 
Bi ble read ing, and in May the Bishop of
Wolverhampton Chris to pher May field joined
Wednesfield clergy in Wednesfield High
Street, shin ing shoes in front of the TV cam -
era to pub li cise Chris tian Aid Week.

Taize

Mike and Rebecca Dadson led mem bers
of Wednesfield churches on a trip to the Holy
Land in 1987. They also took mem bers of
ACTS to the vil lage of Taize, thus in tro duc ing
the Taize ex pe ri ence to the Par ish. The
Dadsons’ de par ture, later in the year, to live
and study in Is rael, de prived the young peo ple 
of the Par ish of a cou ple who had com mit ted
them selves with en thu si asm to their spir i tual
and so cial wel fare.  But the task was to be be
taken on with equal com mit ment by Alan and
Penny Millichamp, and when Penny was or -
dained dea con on May 24th, it was a his toric
mo ment for the Church of Eng land as, for the
first time, women be came or dained clergy.  At
the be gin ning of July, Penny was ap pointed
full-time sti pen di ary min is ter work ing half the 
time at St Thomas’s and half with Pe ter
Beresford, at St Alban’s.  In 1990 she was li -
censed to serve at St Chad’s and earned the
fol low ing trib ute in the Wolverhampton Dean -
ery Hand book 1993–94:

“The lady Vicar is in no va tive and she
seems to gen er ate en thu si asm even in those
who are not reg u lar at tend ers.”

In No vem ber, a cel e bra tion of arts, crafts
and hob bies was held in the church – the
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Wednesfield Fes ti val of Tal ents.  There were
dem on stra tions of wood work, pot tery, em broi -
dery, spin ning and weav ing – and a fas ci nat ing
pho to graph dis play of old Wednesfield.

The In sti tute, which had played so vi tal a
role in the church’s life through out the cen tury, 
had de te ri o rated badly in re cent years.  The
last ma jor event there had been the 1984
Christ mas Fair. In 1987, it was leased to B & S 
Lei sure Ltd who spent £45,000 on it, cre at ing
a room-within-a-room as a new ceil ing and
cream and wood de sign ‘walls’ were fit ted into
the ex ist ing brick shell. Thus, Guy Parkhouse’s
‘Peace Me mo rial’ for lo cal men re turn ing from
the Great War be came the Graiseley Lane
Snooker Club.

Ka lei do scope Thea tre vis ited St Thomas’s
the fol low ing year.  This unique drama com -
pany of men tally-handicapped young peo ple
per formed Tang of the Sea.  In April, the first
of two con certs for Chris tian Aid was given by
Pat rick Craig and Lucy Winkett, the sec ond be -
ing per formed in 1991.  Lucy is now a mem ber 
of the clergy staff at St Paul’s Ca the dral.

A new lec tern was given to St Thomas’s in
mem ory of Mr & Mrs Stout; it is an an tique
read ing desk made in ma hog any around 1820. 
York shire-born and Lancashire-bred Dea con ess 
Mar ian Moorhouse came to live in Wednesfield
on her re tire ment in 1988 and be came a
well-loved, highly-valued mem ber of the clergy
team.

In re sponse to the Bishop’s 1989 call upon
par ishes to re view par ish life (fo cus ing es pe -
cially on what he re ferred to as ‘Signs of the
King dom’), St Thomas’s un der took a Par ish Re -
view, and the con tri bu tions of all church groups 
and com mit tees re sulted in a spec tac u lar poster 
dis play.

Town And Coun try In Har mony

A prod uct of the  ‘Faith in the City’ re port
was the link formed be tween Wolverhampton
and Eccleshall dean er ies, and in1988  a group
from St Thomas’s vis ited the North
Staffordshire par ishes of Whitmore,  Cha pel
Chorlton and Maer, where John Craig 
preached at St Pe ter’s Church. The visit was re -
cip ro cated in 1989 when a party from the above 
par ishes shared our Au tumn Fes ti val week end,
at tend ing the Sunday eve ning ‘Songs of Praise’
ser vice.  Missing from the vis it ing group on this
oc ca sion was their rec tor, Revd John Por ter,
and prayers were of fered for his re cov ery fol low -
ing sur gery. He was back in ac tion in July 1990, 

how ever, when a Wednesfield party at tended St 
Pe ter’s Patronal Fes ti val in Maer.

Dudley-born Roger Miller had come to St
Thomas’s as cu rate a year be fore, and, on
Christ mas Eve 1989, a na tiv ity play was per -
formed in church un der the di rec tion of
Roger’s wife Car o lyn, a teacher at Tettenhall
Col lege.

Beat ing The Bounds Again

Ac tor Paul Al ex an der im pressed a large
au di ence in Holy Week 1990 with his re cital of 
St John’s Gos pel, but the fol low ing month
brought the sad news of the death at the age of 
48 of Ger ald Free man.  A party from
Wednesfield at tended his fu neral in Ox ford. 
“Ger ald will not just be re called as the tall est
cu rate we ever had the joy of serv ing with,”
wrote John Craig, “but for his equally out -
sized gift of friend ship.”

In Sep tem ber, the three churches took
part in a spon sored Beat ing of the Bounds,
most walk ers cov er ing the full eight mile route 
and rais ing a to tal of £2,119 for the Church
Ur ban Fund.

Car o lyn Miller pro duced a sec ond play at
St Thomas in 1991 – a drama for Holy Week – 
and in May we wel comed Pat rick and Di ane
Tomalin, priests serv ing in the Ca na dian Di o -
cese of Qu’Appelle (twinned with the Di o cese
of Lichfield).

In No vem ber, John Craig was ap pointed
Pre cen tor at Leicester Ca the dral where he
would be re spon si ble for the mu si cal side of
its wor ship and be come, in 1994, an Hon or -
ary Canon  (the equiv a lent of Preb en dary). 
The four coaches at tend ing his in stal la tion
were ev i dence of the high re gard in which he
and Olivia were held in Wednesfield where
John had served for the past twelve years.  He 
had ac tively pro moted the Wednesfield Coun -
cil of Churches and had en cour aged the par -
ish to ap point women dea cons, such as
Vir ginia Duncan, who had worked part-time
for St Thomas’s and part-time for St Alban’s
un til Sep tem ber 1991 when she be gan work -
ing full-time at St Alban’s.  Penny Millichamp,
whose lo cal tu tor John had been dur ing her
train ing on the West Mid lands Course, now
wrote of him:

“He has the abil ity to en cour age when you 
are down, praise when you achieve, gently
criti cise when you go wrong, stim u late when
you are ap a thetic, chal lenge when you are not
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think ing prop erly, and re strain when your en -
thu si asms run away with you!”

The Man From Maer

No-one can have fore seen that Town and
Coun try were in such close har mony that
Maer’s Rec tor, John Dudley Dowell Por ter,
would suc ceed John Craig at St Thomas’s.  His
in duc tion took place on June 11th, 1992, when
he de clared his vi sion of the Church to be a
Com mu nity that is “as open ing and as wel com -
ing and as all-inclusive in its lov ing as He (Je -
sus) was.”  He shared John Craig’s strong,
“in clu sive” sup port for the or di na tion of women
to the priest hood – a mea sure passed by Gen -
eral Synod that year. And he was to build on the 
foun da tions al ready laid so that at ten dance fig -
ures con tin ued to rise for the next few years.

On June 28th John Por ter’s son Damian
and Adrian Daffern were or dained.  Adrian had
at tended St Thomas’s Church from the age of
ten and had served as cho ris ter, server and as -
sis tant or gan ist.  He would serve his ti tle as cu -
rate of St Chad’s, Lichfield prior to his 1995
ap point ment as Team Vicar of St Bertelin’s,
Stafford.  He re turned to Wednesfield to preach
on St Thomas’s Day 1997.

In De cem ber, a read ing in church of
Dick ens’s A Christ mas Carol by Crispin
Ridge raised £230 for Can cer Re search.

Roger Miller moved to Walsall the fol low -
ing year as Vicar of St Mi chael and All An gels, 
Caldmore.  He had served St Thomas’s wor -
thily, es pe cially dur ing the in ter reg num, and
the Par ish would miss his sense of hu mour
and his par tic u lar gift with chil dren, as dem -
on strated in his vis its to St Thomas’s Pri -
mary School.

A new gold cur tain was pur chased for
the Lady Cha pel in mem ory of for mer Trea -
surer Charles East and for mer Church war -
den Bill Carr.

In 1994, Vir ginia Duncan and Penny
Millichamp were or dained to the priest hood
in Lichfield Ca the dral; three months later St
Thomas’s cu rate Chris Mayo and his wife
Deborah were or dained.

Af ter 25 years as dep uty war den and
war den, Bert Barnard was ap pointed Hon or -
ary Church war den for Life.  From the will of
Geoff and Win Beddall, both of whom died in
1993, a new sound sys tem was in stalled.

Three al tar frontals were given in 1995,
cus tom-made by Juliet Hemingray of Derby. 
One was in mem ory of Ken Munslow and an -
other in mem ory of Bill Carr.  Revd Rich ard
Mor gan came as As sis tant Priest in March and
spent seven months here gain ing ex pe ri ence of
par ish work af ter serv ing with the Church Mis -
sion ary So ci ety in Kenya.  A new youth club
(WASPS) was born and, af ter a lengthy pe riod
of clo sure, ‘The Boat Inn’ re opened and pre -
sented St Thomas’s with an or nate brass Vic to -
rian cru ci fix that had been given as a pub
dec o ra tion!  The church lost Michelle (Billie)
Clemson, a for mer head cho ris ter whose im -
mense cour age in cop ing with a ter mi nal ill ness 
in spired ev ery one.   In Oc to ber, Jean Por ter
and Lesley Gelder (who had or gan ised a suc -
cess ful Craft Fair two years ear lier) headed a
team pro duc ing a week end ‘Cel e bra tion of
Crafts and Tal ents’, which raised £1,900. The
ven ture fea tured a Par ish Cook Book and a
Wednesfield Schools Paint ing Com pe ti tion
judged by Wolverhampton art ist Da vid
Gunning.

Revd Colin Duncan of St Alban’s was de -
clared win ner of the Grand Bal loon Race in
June 1996 when his bal loon reached It aly. 
This was the year when sev eral Wednesfield
streets ac quired humps and when St Thomas’s 

49

John Porter



re placed Hymns An cient & Mod ern with Hymns 
Old and New.

Dis cus sions on the de vel op ment of lay min -
is try be gan in 1996, and, in the fol low ing year,
Area Lo cal Min is try Ad viser, Revd John Allan
spoke at St Thomas’s, af ter which a Lay Min is -
try Team was formed and we pro duced a Mis -
sion State ment which de clared: “Our pur pose is 
to love and wor ship God, and to make his love
known to oth ers.”

St Thomas’s and St Chad’s ap plied for the
nec es sary Bishop’s Man dates.  Mar ga ret
Stevens, ap pointed Team Pas to ral Min is ter with 
re spon si bil ity for lay de vel op ment and train ing,
be gan work in Wednesfield on 1st April 1998. 
Mar ga ret and her hus band Roger had pre vi -
ously worked in Uganda, and in June and July,
the par ish was de lighted to wel come at two so -
cial eve nings their friends from the Soroti Di o -
cese in Teso, Uganda, Mrs Freda Ocen, the Ven
Charles Okwi and the Revds Kokas Osekeny,
John Omagor and Napthtali Opwata – in Eng -
land to par tic i pate in var i ous pre-Lambeth Con -
fer ence ac tiv i ties or gan ised by SOMA (Sharing
Of Min is try Abroad) and ARM (An gli can Re -
newal Min is tries).

St Thomas’s was one of the twenty
Lichfield par ishes nom i nated in the pre vi ous
year to pi o neer the use of re vised ser vices, and
new ver sions of the bap tism, wed ding and fu -
neral ser vices were be ing tried out by the end
of 1998.  The pre ma ture death of sac ris tan
Mary Homfray was a tragic loss to St Thomas’s 
and a chal ice in her mem ory was ded i cated in
1999.

In 1998–99, John Por ter, who was al ready 
Chap lain to the po lice and the Air Training
Corps, was ap pointed Chap lain to the Mayor of 
Wolverhampton, Coun cil lor Mrs Gwen Stafford 
Good, and a Civic Eu cha rist was held at St
Thomas’s on July 19th, 1998.

Pedestrianisation brought change to
Wednesfield in 1999.  Most High Street re tail -
ers com plained of re duced trade and for
months pneu matic drills roared and vi brated. 
But when the dust set tled and mo tor ists
adapted to the now com plete one-way sys tem
around the church, though re tail ers suf fered,
at least life in the Vil lage be came qui eter.

In No vem ber, the Rec tor and his son
Damian led a pil grim age to the Holy Land, the
party made up in the main of pa rish io ners
from Wednesfield and from Damian’s church,
St Anne’s, Greenlands, Blackpool.

A few days be fore Christ mas, St Thomas’s 
lost an other faith ful ser vant – the much-loved
Charles Owen, who died in New Cross only
weeks af ter de cid ing, at the age of 90, that the
time had come to hand over his re spon si bil i -
ties as Stew ard ship Re corder to Mi chael East
(son of a for mer church trea surer).

Whilst the coun try cel e brated the ar rival
of 2000 AD with fire works, bea con-fires, a
much-hyped ‘river of fire’ (un seen by most
Thames-side spec ta tors) and a £780 mil lion
Dome at Green wich,  St Thomas’s gave away
1,500 Mil len nium can dles and held the first 
Eucha rist of the Mil len nium at mid day on
Jan u ary 1st when John Por ter tolled the bell
250 times – once for each year of the church’s
his tory.

A fea ture of St Thomas’s Millenium-
cum-250th-anniversary cel e bra tions was the
gift to it self of a sec ond toi let (sited un der the
stairs in the for mer kitchen and suit able for
the dis abled) and new kitchen units, to gether
with re frig er a tor and dish washer, along the
north wall of St Thomas’s Room. The work
was fi nanced in large part by grants from the
James Beat tie Trust and funds for im prov ing
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ur ban churches re sult ing from the sale of the
site of the for mer St Paul’s Church in
Wolverhampton.  The bulk of the work was
car ried out by Don Dacre, a mem ber of St
Thomas’s con gre ga tion.

On Feb ru ary 17th, a re mark able event
took place in Wolverhampton’s Civic Hall.   Un -
der the ba ton of Terry Green, a choir of 600
chil dren from sev en teen Wednesfield schools
per formed Who Is This Je sus? – a mu si cal cre -
ated by a team of Nottingham teach ers headed
by Sue Aldridge.  Mar ga ret Stevens’s en thu si -
asm for the pro ject in spired a team of hard -
work ing vol un teers whose ef forts re sulted in
an ex hil a rat ing pro duc tion, songs from which
were later per formed dur ing Sunday ser vices
in the area by groups of chil dren. 

Af ter al most a cen tury, the church’s re la -
tion ship with the In sti tute in Graisley Lane
ended when it was sold to the ten ant who, for
some years past, had hired it for use as a
snooker hall.  Fol low ing a sur vey which found
ex ten sive roof re pairs nec es sary, the PCC felt it 
lacked the re sources to re store and main tain
the build ing, the value of which had fallen from 
£25,000 to £16, 750 as a re sult of the sur vey.

Af ter serv ing for eight years in
Wednesfield, John Por ter – at the age of 67,
still leav ing youn ger mor tals trail ing in his
work-consuming wake – ac cepted a part-time
post at St Anne’s, Haughton, Man ches ter and,
on Sunday, 7th May, con ducted his fi nal ser -
vice at St Thomas’s.  Clear ev i dence of the af -
fec tion in which he was held was seen in the
size of the con gre ga tion which packed the
church on that oc ca sion and in the stand ing
ova tion re ceived at his fare well party two days
ear lier.

Taking ad van tage of our spir i tual leader’s
de par ture, an ir re li gious fam ily of squir rels be -
gan ri ot ing in the tower, in the church and even 
in side the or gan.   But the ex i gen cies cus tom -
arily at ten dant upon in ter reg nums were eased
in Wednesfield’s case by the in tro duc tion into
the clergy team of two new fig ures.  The Revd
Don Marsh came in a non-stipendiary ca pac ity
from Wednesbury where he had as sisted for
the pre vi ous ten years, and, though based
mainly at St Chad’s (by then in the fif teenth
month of its own in ter reg num), helped out also 
at St Thomas’s.  The Revd Gra ham Wilde, the
Free Church Chap lain at New Cross Hos pi tal,
was at tached to the Team un der what were
known as “Ec u men i cal Canons”, em pow er ing
him to as sist at ser vices in a lim ited ca pac ity.

In Con clu sion 

At the be gin ning of July 1999, a very suc -
cess ful Flower Fes ti val had taken place in St
Thomas’s, based on the theme “Saints in
Glory”. The win dows, sym bol is ing St
Thomas’s links with Holy Trin ity, St Greg -
ory’s, St Alban’s and SS. Au gus tine and
Chad’s, were em bel lished with flo ral cre ations 
pro vided by rep re sen ta tives of these churches.   
The dis play was a state ment of what our pre -
de ces sors achieved here.

St Thomas’ first 250 years have wit nessed 
re mark able so cial, eco nomic and cul tural de -
vel op ments.  In the face of hard ship, di sas ter
and chang ing moral fash ions, the church has
stood firm to the Faith it ex ists to pro claim
and has served the com mu nity of Wednesfield
in the light of that Faith.  In years to come,
these pages may form the ba sis of a fur ther
his tory of St Thomas’s.  Who ever un der takes
it will per haps be able to amend any un in ten -
tional in ac cu ra cies found in the pres ent work
and, with out the sen si tiv i ties of the liv ing to
con sider, will be free to write more openly of
re cent times.

But whether that his tory ap pears ten, a
hun dred or two hun dred and fifty years from
now, the new chap ters it con tains will fea ture
men and women whose ded i ca tion to the Vil -
lage and to the Church on Wednesfield Green
will be part of a long tra di tion of wit ness and
ser vice within this com mu nity.

Though con tem po rary an a lysts pre dict
the im mi nent death of the Church in Eng land, 
there are still many, like John Por ter, who
base their con fi dent re jec tion of so bleak a
prog no sis on the con vic tion that the Church is 
more rel e vant now to hu man life on earth than 
it ever was and that, amid the ero sive in flu -
ences mil i tat ing against so cial sta bil ity, we
have a gos pel to pro claim.   When those who
suc ceed us here need en cour age ment or ex am -
ple, may they find it in the peo ple and events
re -
co
rd
ed
in
these pages

On two eve nings at the end of June 2000,
Sheila Watkins pro duced at St. Thomas’s a
highly en ter tain ing 250th An ni ver sary Pag eant 
in which chil dren from six pri mary schools
as so ci ated with the church en acted scenes
span ning the en tire period of the build ing’s
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his tory. Once again Mrs Mar tha Gough de -
clared her wish to build a cha pel on
Wednesfield Green; once more the Revd John
Clare perceived an ur gent need for a vil lage
school. The sig nif i cance of this dra matic cap -
sule lay not in its evo ca tion of the past but also 
in the en act ment of our church’s his tory by
young Wednesfield chil dren – a sym bol of that
past-present-future link which has de fended
and man i fested Chris tian tra di tion and be lief
here for the ben e fit of suc ceed ing gen er a tions.

For that rea son, let the pag eant be the 
fi nal event re corded in this his tory.
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St Au gus tine and St Chad

1955 Planning and fund rais ing for “a new place of wor ship at the cor ner of Stubby 
Lane and Lichfield Road”.

1957 Church ded i cated by the Bishop of Stafford on Au gust 31.  Revd Roger Bould 
and his wife moved into the bun ga low known as St Chad’s House.

1961 Cross erected above west end ga ble.

1964 Roger Bould suc ceeded at St Chad’s by Revd Pe ter Hirst

1966 Pe ter Hirst suc ceeded by Revd Roy Har ri son.

1968 Revd Geoffrey Staton took over at St Chad’s

1969 Geoffrey Staton was fol lowed at St Chad’s by Revd Johnathan (Fr Jo) Ev ans.  
Se ries 2 Com mu nion Ser vice in tro duced.

1971 Jo Ev ans suc ceeded at St Chad’s by Revd Reginald (‘Redge’) Bills.

1972 The bun ga low and sur plus land sold as part of a deal which in cluded the 
acquisition of the Lichfield Road house near est the church as the new St Chad’s 
House.  New ceil ing tiles and heat ing sys tem in stalled in the church.

1973 The new St Chad’s House com pleted and oc cu pied by Revd Colin  Lantsbery, 
who suc ceeded Redge Bills on 1st Jan 

1974 New or gan pur chased

1975 Revd Da vid Barlow suc ceeded Colin Lantsbery

1977 Revd Gra ham John son suc ceeded Da vid Barlow and oc cu pied the third dwell-
ing called St Chad’s House - 157 Stubby Lane (for mer home of lo cal GP, Dr Bur ton)

1978 Gra ham John son li censed as Team Vicar.

1981 The sanc tu ary re dec o rated and re mod elled

1982 Revd Si mon Guy li censed.

1983 Bilston En ter prise com plete St Chad’s Com mu nity Cen tre.  What was ini tially 
a lim ited-life “Cornish”-style struc ture had now been im proved and ex tended.[46]

1990 Revd Penny Millichamp li censed.

1994 Revd Clive Styles li censed.

1999 Clive Styles be came Rec tor of the Up per Tass Val ley group of par ishes
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St Alban’s

1957 Planning and dis cus sion on the sub ject of a church in Ashmore Park

1961 Pre lim i nary sketch plans pre pared by church ar chi tect, N.F.Cachemaille-Day 
whose de signs were later de vel oped by Revd An thony Hill, ARIBA

1963 The church’s ded i ca tion (St Alban’s) de cided upon.  Build ing pro ject launched 
by a Pro ces sion of Wit ness and open-air ser vice, ar ranged by Revd Roger Bould,  
on  site next to the Ashmore Inn

1965 St Alban’s Church School opened by Bishop of Lichfield

1966 £4,000 still needed to build the church.  Each house hold asked to buy weekly one 
shilling ‘Brick Stamps’

1967 Ded i ca tion and open ing on Thurs day, 22 June, Feast of St Alban.    Revd John Smart, 
first oc cu pant of St Alban’s House, given over sight of the new church

1968 Ashmore Park Car ni val run jointly by St Alban’s, Cor pus Christi and the Youth Cen tre.

1971 Revd John.R.Tye suc ceeded John Smart. Girl Guide com pany formed.

1973 Up per room con structed

1976 Revd Max Welsh suc ceeded J.R.Tye. In tro duc tion of Se ries 3 Com mu nion Ser vice.
 8’ cross erected on out side wall in mem ory of Derek Southall.

1977 Bell do nated by St Chad’s

1978 Pur chase of Vis count CL4 or gan (£1,999)

1979 Revd Jon a than Coo per (Team vicar) fol lowed Max Welsh.

1981 Joan Winterbottom li censed as min is ter-in-charge of Oldfallings United Re formed 
Church and as lay-worker at tached to St Alban’s.

1983 Revd Pe ter Beresford suc ceeded Jon a than Coo per, who be came a Fran cis can pos tu lant.

1989 Revd Colin Duncan suc ceeded Pe ter Beresford fol low ing the lat ter’s 1988 move to Rugby. 
Vir ginia Duncan or dained in July.

1991 Revd Vir ginia Duncan ap pointed to serve full-time at St Alban’s. Church ex ten sions and 
al ter ations.

1992 Me mo rial Gar den con se crated by the Bishop of Wolverhampton.

1999 Re tire ment of Colin and Vir ginia Duncan.   Revd Duncan Clarke ap pointed Team Vicar.
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St Thomas’s Church, Wednesfield
 

CURATES
John Compson – from Netherton. 24 June 1845.

Sam uel Thomas Sproston – from Ches ter Di o cese 22 March 1850; to serve 
“at the build ing on Wednesfield Heath”
(Holy Trin ity, Heath Town) 

A. Walker 1879

Charles Hallsworth 1879

F.C.Witty 1892 - 1894

Hugh Tunnadine 1894 - 1899. Be came first vicar of St Ste phen’s, 
Wolverhampton in 1908.

John H. J. Dagger 1899 - 1900. Moved on to be come cu rate in charge at Hanley.

Guy Parkhouse 1900 - 1907

W.B.Houldey 1910

F Tennison 1911 - 1915

Wil liam John Stu art-Crump 1915 - 1917 Ap pointed at a sti pend of £140 per an num

C.H. Claridge 1917 - 1918 

Frank Hunt 1919 - 1921

John H.Hall 1922 - 1925 Moved to St Pe ter’s, Wolverhampton in 1925. 

J.V.Philp 1915 - 1926 Lived at 31 Nordley Hill

Ar thur Reginald Smith, A.K.C 1928 - 1933 Sti pend: £250 p.a. Later, Vicar of Cobridge. 

Cyril Wil liam Watts Ban ner 1933 Adored by the young la dies of the par ish, but left 
sud denly when dis cov ered on a ca nal-bank 
en gaged in an ac tiv ity not be fit ting a Church of 
Engand cu rate.

Thomas Parlas Thomas 1934 -1936 For merly, a Meth od ist min is ter, he left 
Wednesfield for Weston-under-Redcastle and by 
1939 was Vicar of Cha pel Chorlton.  Dur ing his
Wednesfield cu racy, he and his  wife lived at 
“Bronwydd”, Lichfield Road.

Don ald Keith Rob ert son, B.A. 1936 -1940. Lived at 61, Nordley Hill.  Left to be come cu rate 
in charge of the Par ish of Skeet, near Petersfield,
Hamp shire.   By 1968, he was a Canon.

Nor man Percy Stevens 1937 -1938 Born in Willenhall, where his fa ther was Vicar of
St Ste phen’s.  In Wednesfield, he lived at 6, West
Av e nue, Nordley Hill.  Moved to Hednesford as 
as sis tant priest.

Eric Leon ard Grif fith Whitehouse  
                                         Sept. 1938 - 1940  
Re signed in 1940 through ill-health.

Harry Al ex an der Gilroy, B.A. 
                                         May 1940 - 1942 When he mar ried Bert and Mary Barnard, his 

sur plice was so dirty it was prac ti cally yel low.
“But he was a nice chap,” says Mary. Moved to 
Exmouth.  In 1959, he was Rec tor of Binstead, 
Isle of  Wight, and in  1973  Vicar of St 
Mar ga ret’s, Eastney. 

Rich ard Greg ory 1943 -1945 Lived at 34, Wood End Road and had 
re spon si bil ity for Wood End area and Perry Hall 
Es tate.Moved to St Mi chael’s, Walsall. 
Sti pend: £230 p.a.

Roy Archibald Lord 1944 -1946 Some thing of a heart-throb amongst the young 
la dies! Lived at 25, Vic ar age Road and was given 
re spon si bil ity for Newbolds Es tate. Moved  to 
Tettenhall with spe cial re spon si bil ity for 
Pendeford area.
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Charles Ilbert Raw son 1946 - ? Lived at “Silverhoe”, Mill Lane. Sti pend: 
£320.There fol lowed a con sid er able pe riod 
dur ing which St Thomas’s was with out a cu rate. 

Ar thur Roger Bould 1957 -1964 Re spon si ble for Church of St Au gus tine and St 
Chad. Sti pend: £400 p.a. Married Jane Wright 
on 27 July 1957. They lived at St Chad’s House. 
Moved to Christ Church, Wellington.

Ar thur EdwinWilliams 1959 -1962 Born Longton.  Nor man Lewis con ducted his 
mar riage to Mar ga ret Clark at Holy Trin ity 
Church, Meir. In Wednesfield, they lived first at 
10, Rus sell Close, later at 11, Adey Road.  Sons 
Tim o thy and Nich o las born in Wednesfield. 
Moved to Codsall.

Charles Philip Collis Smith   1963 -1966   Lived first at 1, Fred er ick Road, later at 21, 
Lathe Court. Sti pend: £550 pa. moved to St 
Sav iour’s, Green Heath, Hednesford.

Pe ter Thorn ton Hirst 1964 - 1966 In charge of St Chad’s. Sti pend: £640 pa.   
Moved on to be come Rec tor of 
St Bartholomew’s, Salford.

John Fran cis Smart 1966 - 1970 Made dea con in 1962, but taught in Walsall 
prior to or di na tion  Lived, with wife and two 
chil dren, in St Alban’s House with re spon si bil ity 
for St Alban’s when build ing com pleted in 1967.

Roy Har ri son 1966 - 1968 Left to be come priest in charge at Maer and 
Cha pel Chorlton.

Geoffrey Staton 1966 -1969 Born in Leek.  In Wednesfield lived at 21, Lathe 
Court. Sti pend: £625 pa.  Af ter a year in the 
par ish, he  was put in charge of St Au gus tine
and St Chad.  Moved to Cannock. In 1972 he 
be came Vicar of St Ed ward’s, Cheddleston and
in 1977 was ap pointed Ru ral Dean of Leek, his 
home town – the youn gest Ru ral Dean in the Diocese.

Johnathan Ev ans 1968 - 1971 Wife: Sue. In charge of St Chad’s. Sec re tary of 
the Di oc e san Cricket Team. Moved to Par ish of 
Dorridge.

John Ray mond. Tye 1971 - 1976.  In charge of St Alban’s.  Sti pend:  £900 pa.    
Taught for 15 yrs be fore or di na tion. Moved on to 
Cockshutt with Petton. 

Reginald Bills 1970 - 1973 Or dained un der the re cently-introduced 
sup ple men tary min is try scheme. Worked dur ing 
the week as Head of RE at High fields School 
un til Sept. 1972, when he be came Chap lain and 
Head of RE at St Pe ter’s Col le giate School. Lived
at his home in Short Heath.  From 1971, in 
charge of St Au gus tine & St Chad unti1 
1973,when, ow ing to pres sure of work as 
teacher and school chap lain, “Redge” (as he 
signed him self) asked to be re lieved of this post. 

Wil liam John Sillitoe 
                    April - De cem ber 1971 Came to Wednesfield from Holy Trin ity, 

Ettingshall. Married with two chil dren, he lived 
at 28, Inkerman Street, Heath Town. Left to take 
up a cu racy at March, Cambs.

Colin Lantsbery 1972 - 1975 Born in Northampton. Trained at Chichester 
Theo log i cal Col lege. He and his wife Mary,  a 
teacher, lived at 162, Kitchen Lane un til the new 
St Chad’s House, Lichfield Road, ready. In 
charge of St Chad’s from 1st Jan u ary 1974. 
Moved on to All Saints, West Bromwich.  Now a 
mem ber of the Or tho dox Church.

Da vid Barlow 1975 - 1977 Wife: Chris tine. Now a se nior na val chap lain.
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Max Welsh 1976 - 1979 Wife: Priscilla. In charge of St Alban’s. Came to 
Wednesfield from work ing in Cannock, be fore 
which he had served in the Church of South 
In dia. Moved on to ben e fice of Mil ton St Philip & 
St James in Leek Dean ery.

Mi chael Al ex an der 1977 - 1980 18 Duke Street pur chased as ac com mo da tion 
for Mi chael and his wife, Vivien. Wrote the ‘St 
Thomas’ hymn. Moved in 1980 to Tettenhall 
Wood as As sis tant Cu rate with spe cial 
re spon si bil ity for the Church of the Good 
Shep herd, Castlecroft and St Thomas, Finchfield.

Ger ald Free man 1981 - 1983 Born in Hamp stead. The tall est of Wednesfield’s 
cu rates! For mer man ager of John Lewis store in 
Cam bridge. In 1972, he en tered Salis bury 
Theo log i cal Col lege in 1972 where he met Barry 
Rogerson and Jon a than Coo per. In 1976, he was 
en gaged in ho tel busi ness in Bournemouth; later 
(1978), ex tended op er a tions to Torquay where 
he ran Os car’s. Died 1990.

Mi chael Dadson 1984 - 1987 Born in Man ches ter. Wife: Rebecca. 

Penny Millichamp 1985 - 1990 Li censed as Team Vicar of St Au gus tine and St 
Chad on 31 Jan u ary 1990. Re tired from 
full-time min is try 1994.

Roger Miller 1988 - 1993 Born in Dudley. Wife: Car o lyn. Moved to be come 
vicar of St Mi chael & All An gels, Caldmore, 
Walsall. 

Chris to pher Mayo 1993 - 1994 Born in Brent wood, Essex. Wife, Deborah, 
trained with him at Queens Col lege, Bir ming ham 
and served in Bloxwich. Or dained 1994, but 
moved on “ear lier than ex pected to fresh work 
else where” (Par ish Mag a zine)

Rich ard Mor gan 1995 Born in Dursley, Gloucestershire.  Wife: 
Chris tine.  Af ter leav ing Ox ford, Rich ard taught 
for nine years, then worked for the CMS in 
Su dan and Kenya.  Served as As sis tant Priest at 
St Thomas’s for just over 7 months to gain 
ex pe ri ence of par ish work in or der to en ter 
full-time Min is try. Moved to St Mary the Vir gin, 
Therfield with St Faith’s, Kelshall.

Duncan James Clarke 1999 - Served two pe ri ods of a min is try in Trin i dad, 
re turn ing to this coun try in be tween to work as a 
prison chap lain.  Joined the Wednesfield team 
for a term of six months at a time when St 
Greg ory’s, St Alban’s and St  Chad’s were 
with out clergy.  Lived at 92 Amos Lane, home of 
the late Dot Fos ter.   0n Sep tem ber 27, he 
be came As so ci ate Min is ter at St Alban’s.

WEDNESFIELD TEAM PASTORAL MINISTER

Mar ga ret Ruth Stevens 1998 - Hus band: Roger.  Born in Uganda, Mar ga ret 
re turned to that coun try for one month each 
year, re vis it ing pro jects she had ini ti ated there 
and run ning train ing work shops.  Be fore com ing 
to Wednesfield, she was em ployed by the 
Uni ver sity of Nottingham’s School of Med i cine in 
the study of Alz hei mer’s Dis ease and other 
dementias.
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Christmas Greetings
from St. Thomas’s



‘TWAS EVER THUS

Par ents

“On Mon day I sent George Swatman back for his school fees.  Dur ing the din ner hour his fa ther 
came to the school house to see me.  He stated that I had pushed the boy down the school steps and 
hurt him so badly that the boy came home cry ing. This was false, as I told him. He then com menced 
shout ing vile things at me as I stood at my own door, and I or dered him off the pre mises.  In go ing
away, he raised his fist and said that he would smash my b——y duke.  The boy has not been at
school since, and if he came back I should re fuse to ac cept him again.”

From St Thomas’s School Log Book   26 Au gust 1887

“It is very dis ap point ing that par ents do not show more ev i dence of back ing the ef forts of the
Staff, who are try ing to help the chil dren to de velop Chris tian char ac ters. At the be gin ning of Lent
we asked the par ents to try to come to the ser vices in Church on Wednes day morn ings, and there
has been no re sponse to this in vi ta tion.”

School Notes:  April 1939

“A good deal of the way ward ness of mod ern youth is caused by lack of pa ren tal con trol and dis -
ci pline in the home.  We have re acted so strongly against the im posed au thor ity and the ta boos of
the Vic to rian Age, that we have swung into a licence, which we thought was a lib erty.”

Revd R.A.Lord, Cu rate: No vem ber  1945

“It is sad and dis turb ing to see fairly young chil dren roam ing about in the eve nings and play ing
on the car-parks of pub lic-houses. This is what I mean when I ask if par ents ac cept ‘to tal re spon si -
bil ity’ for their chil dren.”

Revd J. Turner:  1967

Money

“Our at ten dances at Church have suf fered dur ing the hol i day sea son, and our col lec tions in
Church have gone down like wise.  The time has come when we must seriously think about our fi -
nances.  The to tal col lec tions for the first six months of the year were £88. 10. 0d less than in
1929...Our in come for the first half-year was nearly £130 less than six years ago.” 

Revd S.Howard:  Sep tem ber 1935.

“The main fact is that we need £12 a week to meet our li a bil i ties for our church and schools
and we are get ting at pres ent from all sources about £10. 5s.”

 Revd H.Baylis: 1943

“To be cer tain of pay ing our way with the ba sic ne ces si ties, we (at St Chad’s) shall re quire an in -
come of £400 dur ing the year - of £8 a week.”

Revd R. Bould: Jan u ary 1960

En ter tain ment

“Wednesfield peo ple will not be con tent with third-rate stuff.  In ci dentally, it is rather amaz ing
that film pro duc ers should pres ent to the pub lic some of the sloppy and trashy film sto ries that are
screened. If films of such character come to the Re gal, po lite in ti ma tion to the man age ment that they 
are not de sired will doubt less have good re sults. 

D.P. (Coun cil lor Da vid Prit chard): No vem ber 1935

Clergy Num bers

“In years to come it will be much harder to find As sis tant Clergy if the pres ent num bers of those 
of fer ing them selves for the Or dained Min is try does not rise.  In 1969 only 420 men were or dained,
com pared with 592 in 1965.  This means the theo log i cal col leges are feel ing the pinch and a num ber 
are due to close or to be re or gan ised, for only 380 men were rec om mended last year for train ing.”

Revd J. Turner: 1970
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Lapsed Con fir ma tion Can di dates

“You will be glad to know that about sixty of our chil dren and adults are to be con firmed at
St Ste phen’s, Wolverhampton, by the Bishop of Shrewsbury on Sunday, No vem ber 17th.  This
should mean that the num ber of com mu ni cants each Sunday should in crease by ap prox i mately
the same amount. But will it?  Ex pe ri ence shows that only about one-third of those who are con -
firmed re main as Easter com mu ni cants, and a much smaller pro por tion re main as weekly com -
mu ni cants.”

 Revd N. Lewis: No vem ber 1957

Tru ant ing

“Ow ing to the Blitz, the reins on the at ten dance have been slack ened, but some chil dren are 
tak ing ad van tage of this and stay ing away when the Blitz is not ‘blitz ing’”

School Notes:  Jan u ary 1941

Van dal ism

“If the per pe tra tors of cer tain wan ton acts of de struc tion that have marred the beauty of the 
Park could be traced, le gal pro ceed ings would cer tainly be in sti tuted against them”

D.P: 1931

“If the pro pri etors of lo cal fish shops would im press upon their cus tom ers the
undesirability of throw ing fish and po tato pa per wrap pings about the streets, they would per -
form a nec es sary pub lic ser vice.  It is highly ob jec tion able, par tic u larly on Sunday morn ings, to
see the thor ough fares closely ad ja cent to fish shops strewn with greasy pa pers that have been
care lessly thrown down.”

D.P. No vem ber 1935

“Van dal ism ap pears to be rife in Wednesfield

 D.P.   March 1938

We were very dis tressed at find ing a gang of chil dren us ing the church as a play ground. 
For tu nately, the ac tual dam age done was small.  The al tar had, how ever, been treated in a
sacreligious man ner; the or gan and lec tern Bi ble in ter fered with and dam aged, and de lib er ate
dirt and dis or der had been caused.  It is with re gret that for the time be ing the church will have
to be closed ex cept at such times as a re spon si ble per son can be pres ent.”

Revd H.Baylis: Oc to ber 1952

“I am sorry to re port an in crease in van dal ism in the Church, prin ci pally dur ing lunch time
and af ter school hours. It is now a reg u lar oc cur rence to find hymn and prayer books scat tered
about, can dle sticks and church war dens’ staves strewn around and the al tars dis turbed.  One
day quite re cently some boys were dis cov ered stand ing in the nave hold ing stones which they
were about to throw at the glass doors - ‘to see if they would break’, as they put it.  Equally dis -
turb ing is the theft of par ish mag a zines and their sale from door to door by chil dren who of ten
say, ‘The vicar told us to sell them.’”

Revd J. Turner 1969

“A few weeks ago I caught a man dump ing two large bags full of rub bish plus poly thene car -
tons and bro ken chil dren’s toys on the edge of the church yard. Nat u rally enough, he took it all
back home again af ter I had spo ken with him.”

 Revd J. Turner:  1972
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ITEMS WORTH QUOTING

“It was sug gested....that the Vicar should again ap peal to the con gre ga tion for more lib eral
col lec tions to meet the church’s ex penses and that he should de nounce from the pul pit the prac -
tice of putt ing but tons into the of fer tory bags, which, we sadly state, has been get ting more fre -
quent of late. Pro posed by J. Turner, sec onded by B. Corbett and car ried unan i mously”

Min utes of the Easter Ves try, 1912.

“In the days of St Chad’s mis sion ary jour neys, he is al most cer tain to have come reg u larly
through Wednesfield, by way of High Street and Rook ery Street, when he jour neyed from
Lichfield to the Old Cross at Wolverhampton.” 

Programme and Sou ve nir of the 1926 Ba zaar

“At the end of last month the Wednesfield Am a teur Dra matic So ci ety gave their first two
Con certs, and their per for mance was far above ex pec ta tion.”

Mag a zine: April 1930

“The growth of rev er ence to the dead by the male sex has been re mark able in the last gen er -
a tion.  Thirty years ago it was the ex cep tion to see hats lifted when a fu neral passed; now it is
the rule. It is the op po site ten dency that is vis i ble in the other sex.  It is prob a bly thought less -
ness which is the cause of women en ter ing the Church yard with out a head cov er ing, but it is
dis re spect ful to the dead whether de lib er ate or not.” 

Revd S. Howard:  Sep tem ber 1935

“The new King, King Ed ward Vlll, has al ready proved his great worth as a leader, and he is
now heart ily ac claimed King in the ab so lute con fi dence that he will ren der such kingly ser vice to 
his coun try as will fur ther ad vance its hon our among the na tions of the world.”

 Civic Notes: Feb ru ary 1936.

“Mary....ap peared not to no tice the ar rival of the three kings.  Only the vil lain of the piece,
Herod, was al lowed to make any pos i tive im pres sion, and John Ibbs gave this char ac ter some
splen did tem per tan trums.” 

Press re view of Jan u ary 1959 na tiv ity play per formed in St Thomas’s

CHURCHWARDENS’ DANCE AND CABARET
Do not miss this great so cial oc ca sion or gan ised by the Church war dens.  It will be held in
Wednesfield Gram mar School Hall from 7-15 to 11-15 on Sat ur day, Feb ru ary 1st. Ad mis sion by 
ticket 4/- (in clud ing re fresh ments).

Mag a zine: Jan u ary 1964 
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