Wednesday 1 May 2019
Coleham’s industrial history talk and a
tour of Coleham Pumping Station

Thursday 6 June 2019
AGM and visit to Shrewsbury School
library, archive and chapel

A talk by local historian Andrew Pattison on the
industrial history of Coleham followed by a tour of
Coleham Pumping Station. The tour involves stairs.

Our short AGM will be followed by a tour of the Taylor
Library, school archive and chapel.

2.00pm, £10
Barnabas Centre, Longden Coleham,
Shrewsbury SY3 7DN

Saturday 11 May 2019
Newport Victoria County History update
2.00pm - 4.00pm
Cosy Hall, Water Lane, Newport. Contact: Newport
History Society: wwwnewporthistorysociety.org

Tuesday 4 June 2019
Mythstories presents…
“King Arthur’s Shropshire”
Discover the Shropshire of King Arthur in this guided
research session at Shropshire Archives.
11.00am - 1.00pm, £5, booking essential www.eventbrite.com/e/king-arthurs-shropshire-tickets-60479108642
Shropshire Archives, Castle gates, Shrewsbury SY1 2AQ

News Extra...
Do you have any stories to tell about
Shropshire’s history or have any news
about Shropshire Archives? If you have,
the editor is waiting to hear from you
now. The contact details are below and
photographs are always welcome.

SHROPSHIRE
ARCHIVES

Diary Dates

2.00pm, AGM: Free, Visit: £5
Shrewsbury School, Ashton Rd, Shrewsbury SY3 7BA

The newsletter of the Friends of Shropshire Archives,
gateway to the history of Shropshire and Telford

The Picken collection
Page 2

Wednesday 10 July 2019
Visit to Pitchford Hall

Roman Catholics in
Shropshire

Described as Britain’s finest half-timbered house,
Pitchford Hall was owned by the Colthurst family for
more than 500 years before being sold in 1992.

Page 6

The tour involves considerable walking and stairs.

Who ran the Lunatic
Asylum

2.30pm, £22 including tea and cake
Pitchford Hall, Pitchford Rd, Shrewsbury SY1 3HS

Page 8

Tuesday 20 August 2019
Visit to Chillington Hall
A guided tour of Chillington Hall and gardens with a
tractor ride to the lake.
2.00pm, £20 including tea and scones
Chillington Hall, Codsall Wood,
Wolverhampton, WV8 1RE

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS: The newsletter of the Friends of
Shropshire Archives is edited by Andrew Pattison and designed
by Nat Stevenson, Shropshire Archives’ Image Services.
There are three issues per year, paid for by the Friends. The
contents are provided by friends and well-wishers. If you
would like to join the contributors, please contact the editor at
apattison@clara.net
DISCLAIMER: We have made every effort to ensure that the
information in this publication is correct at the time of printing.
We cannot be held responsible for any errors or omissions.

Postman in front of post office motorbike, c1915 20.
Shropshire Archives ref: PH/B/34/85/355)

Contact... For further details or to pass on your comments, please contact:

Shropshire Archives, Castle Gates, Shrewsbury, SY1 2AQ • Tel: 0345 6789096
Email: archives@shropshire.gov.uk • Website: www.shropshirearchives.org.uk
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The Picken
Collection

Feature
Tony Price

S

everal large brown envelopes, marked ‘people’,
‘animals’ and ‘landscapes‘, containing more than
600 photographs, found their way to my desk
from Ludlow Museum via the Archives at Shrewsbury.
They were to reveal an interesting aspect of village
life in Bucknell in the first part of the 20th century.
Bucknell is a small Shropshire village on the borders
of Wales and Herefordshire. The village is on the River
Redlake, close to where it joins the River Teme. It still
retains a pub, primary school and railway station.
The photographer, Edward, ‘Ted’ Picken (1879-1967),
proved to be an interesting man. He lived first at 4
Devonshire Street, Birmingham (which was a backto-back) with his father Matthias (1852-96), who was a
brass finisher, and his mother Elizabeth (1858-1951). He
was later joined by a sister, also Elizabeth (1883-1918).
When Ted was about 10 the family moved to Bucknell,
where they had purchased a grocer’s shop at the Old
School House. When his father died in 1896 his mother
took over the shop, which she was to run for the
next 50 years. The shop was moved to the Willows in
around 1910. Ted was a labourer in the 1901 census, but
by 1908 he was selling and repairing boots and shoes
from the Old School House. He married a local girl
Mary E Turner (1875-1938) in 1910, and was concerned
with many parts of village life. He helped his mother
to run the shop, was sub post master, was involved
with the village
garage, and
he also offered
accommodation.
A villager told me
that he was also a
wood carver – he
would sit in front of
his garage, carving.
(left - PH/B/34/85/196)

I also found an early photograph (PH/B/34/80)
(opposite page) in the Archives showing a family in front
of a shop. Because of my work with the Pickens I was
able to identify it. The photograph, taken around 1890,
shows the Picken family, who had recently moved
to Bucknell. Mrs Elizabeth Picken is standing on the
shop step with her daughter Elizabeth. Matthias is
holding the broom. The lad holding the sack is Ted.
Ted went on to become a very prolific photographer
of village life, in and around Bucknell, photographing
everything, not just the usual views.
These photographs include three pictures of
postmen. There seem to be very few photographs of
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Above top - A postman on horse back, c.1900, Shropshire
Archives ref: PH/B/34/85/415. Above middle - Postman in front
of post office motorbike, c.1915-20, Shropshire Archives ref:
PH/B/34/85/355. Above - Postmen posing in front of post vehicle,
c.1925-35, Shropshire Archives ref: PH/B/34/42
postmen at work, which makes them interesting. The
first (PH/B/34/85/415) shows a mounted postman in
a farmyard near Bucknell. He has stripes on his arm
indicating long service. The photograph was taken
around 1900. The next photo (PH/B/34/85/355) was
taken between 1915 and 1920. It shows a postman
called Bill standing by his BSA motorbike, complete
with a box sidecar. It was taken in the front garden
of the Post Office at Bucknell. The third photo
(PH/B/34/42), taken in the period 1925-35, also in the
front garden of Bucknell Post Office, shows Bill having
his transport upgraded to a van. To his right stands a
man in a suit – Bill’s boss?
n
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Feature
Nigel Hinton

Drama, Comedy
& Mystery plays in
Shrewsbury

T

hese notes have been prepared to support
the idea of a resurrection of Mystery plays
in Shrewsbury. They provide some historic
evidence that Mystery plays were written and
performed in Shrewsbury, and plays were performed
in the villages of rural Shropshire from the sixteenth
century.

1561 – 1568 Shrewsbury School
"Drama flourished under the new headmaster
Thomas Ashton, with school productions of
Whitsuntide and mystery plays being performed on
regular occasions." 1
"On this place (the Quarry) in former days the
Salopians exercised themselves in sports and
diversions of the age. In the reign of Queen Elizabeth
one Aston [Ashton] exhibited several dramatic
performances here, some formed upon moral
romance and some on scripture history. The place of
the exhibition was on top of the rope walk, a bank
there cut in the form of an amphitheatre with seats
thereon are still visible." 2 These performances were
in general acted about Whitsunday and from thence
called Whitsun Plays, by some Mysteries 3.
The Drapers' Company made a donation towards
the cost of Whitsuntide plays put on by Thomas
Ashton, the headmaster, who was partial to dramatic
performance. He made it a rule that, every school day
boys in the top form should "declaim and play one Act
of Comedy" before going out to play 4.
"In 1565, Julian the Apostle and another
performance of Mr Aston's, the name of which is not
mentioned, were performed on the above mentioned
spot, in the Quarry, before a large audience, [which]
listened with admiration and devotion." 5
"The Queen (Elizabeth) came as far as to Coventry,
on a journey to Shrewsbury, intending to see one of
these performances in the year 1565, but her Majesty
not having proper information mistook the time

4 Salopian Recorder . Number 94 . Summer 2019

and when she came to Coventry, hearing it was over,
returned to London." 6
1567 - "Two years after, in 1567, a theatrical
representation of the Passion of Christ was exhibited in
the same place by the aforesaid performer." 7
1584 – "On 17th of July, a stage-play was acted in
the High Street, near the Apple-Market by the Earl of
Essex's men." 8
1590 – "On 24th of July, a scaffold was set up in the
Corn-Market, on which a Hungarian, and others of the
Queen’s players, performed several extraordinary feats
of tumbling, rope-dancing, &c. Such had never before
been seen in Shrewsbury." 9
1600-1700 – "On land at Kingsland, leased to the
borough, horse racing and entertainment took
place. Several guilds maintained arbours where they
celebrated at the end of the Corpus Christi procession.
After some years this became known as Show Day and
the dozen or so companies that still had arbours met
on the Monday fortnight after Whitsunday, where the
Mayor and his attendants are entertained by them and
then return into town, in the same order of procession
as they went out." 10

were generally held in connection with Parish Wakes 12
and there were those still living who could testify to
representations having taken place some forty or fifty
years ago (1834), at various places within the border
parishes of Chirbury, Churchstoke, Hyssington, Shelve
and on one occasion at Aston below Worthen. One
man stated that a revival was attempted at Hyssington
in Montgomeryshire as lately as twenty years ago
(1864) but was stopped as he thinks 'by the law'. All
the witnesses agree there was no harm in the plays.
One 87 year old man, who was an actor in his youth,
agreed 'There was no harm in the plays and… acting
was a most innocent pastime with no nasty words or
anything'. The witnesses and the actor recalled that
these were moral plays performed at Churchstoke

“There was no harm in the plays and…
acting was a most innocent pastime with
no nasty words or anything”.
in May, at Shelve in July, and Chirbury in October." 13
They also confirmed that women were not allowed
to act, the girls' parts being taken, as in Shakespeare's
day by boys. "The action was performed on two carts
usually outside and connected to the local pub. This is
similar to the pageant wagons of York & Chester. The
rustic plays of Shropshire were not necessarily based
on the Bible but were moral tales of the time. The

"Most of the readers of our Transactions are familiar
with many of the ancient traditions and customs
here and there amongst the hilly district in this
county to the west of the Stretton Hills: so far as I am
aware, however attention has not yet been called
to the performances of open air Stage Plays, which
continued to be held in that district in times within
the recollection of some yet alive, and are believed by
them to date back for many generations. These plays

1890 - The Shrewsbury Fragment
The so-called Shrewsbury Fragment is a surviving
part of an early mystery play. It is kept in the Moser
Library of Shrewsbury School. 15 Academic analysis
shows this does not originate in Shrewsbury but the
dialect suggests it is from the north of England, York
or Beverley. It is only a small fragment of a play; it is
believed to be a part script for one actor who played
three parts.
1909 - York Mystery Plays revived at an Early Music
Festival. Played every four years, due next in 2022.
1951 - Chester Mystery Plays revived as part of the
Festival of Britain.
1986 - 'Chester Mystery Plays Limited' formed as
a charitable trust to ensure continuity of the plays.
Played every five years with the next due in 2023.
2019 - Potential date for the performances of
Shrewsbury Mystery Plays in various locations around
the town.
n

Notes and sources
1.

1884 Rustic Stage Plays in Shropshire 11
Sir Offley Wakeman, Bart wrote a paper for
Transactions of the Shropshire Archaeological and
Natural History Society from which I have extracted
the following snippets.

popular plays in the district were 'Prince Mucidorus',
'The Rigs of the Times', 'St George and the Fiery
Dragon', 'Valentine and Orson', and 'Dr Foster' (Faust).
In all these plays the Fool or Jester is an important
character." 14

Fisher G.W. revised by Spencer Hill J., Annals
of Shrewsbury School (London, 1899) also on
Shrewsbury School Website, accessed 6th October
2018.

2.

Phillips T., The Histories and Antiquities of
Shrewsbury (Shrewsbury, 1779) p200

3.

Mystery is used not in the whodunit sense; it
refers to the Mystery or secrets of the Guilds that
gave money to cover costs.

4.

Fisher G.W. op cit., p 17

5.

Phillips T., op cit. p201

6.

Phillips T., Ibid

7.

Phillips T., Ibid

8.

Phillips T., op cit, p209

9.

Phillips T., op cit p210

10.

Phillips T., op cit, p203

11.

Wakeman Sir O., Transactions of the Shropshire
Archaeological and Natural History Society,
Volume 7 – 1884. pp383 -388

12.

An annual festival and holiday held in some parts
of northern England, originally one held in a rural
parish on the feast day of the patron saint of the
church.

13.

Churchstoke celebrated in May and St Mary`s
day is August 15th. The church was rededicated
in 1881 to St Nicholas whose day is celebrated in
December. Shelve in July and All Saints` Day is
celebrated on 1st November. Chirbury in October
and St Michael`s Day is celebrated 29th September

14. Wakeman Sir O., op cit, p 385
15. Transactions of the Shropshire Archaeological
and Natural History Society Volume 7 – 1884 pp
295-302
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Feature
Andrew Pattison

Roman Catholics
in Shropshire

O

n March 23rd a group of the Friends met
at Shrewsbury’s Roman Catholic Cathedral
for an informative and enjoyable afternoon
learning about the history of Catholicism in the
county, the story of the Cathedral, and Catholic
records at Shropshire Archives. The sessions were
led by retired archivist Helen Haynes, and Fr Peter
Phillips who is now based in Birkenhead, but used to
be at the Cathedral. The afternoon concluded with a
look round the Cathedral.

Catholics in Shropshire
After the Reformation it became illegal to meet for
Roman Catholic worship, and anyone who did not
come to the parish church on a Sunday without good
reason could be ‘presented’ in court and fined. Most
ordinary people conformed (at least externally), but
a number of the gentry families, such as the Smythes
of Acton Burnell, the Beringtons of Shrewsbury and
the Actons of Aldenham, maintained their Catholicism
more or less openly. Priests were employed to
celebrate mass at such houses, some of which have
‘priest holes’ in case of raids by the authorities. Some
of these itinerant priests kept informal written records
of those attending mass, and registers of births,
marriages and deaths.
General anti-Catholic sentiment was stirred up
by the Gunpowder Plot, the English Civil War, and
the ‘Glorious Revolution’, but by the later part of the
eighteenth century anti-Catholic feeling was abating
somewhat. This process was encouraged by the
French Revolution, when around 5000 priests fled to

wsbury.
Roman Catholic Chapel, Town Walls, Shre
7
Shropshire Archives ref: 6833/9/

England, and also by large-scale Irish immigration.
Two of the French priests, the Le Maitre brothers,
were based for a time in Shrewsbury. In 1778 the first
Catholic Relief Act was passed; in 1791 restrictions were
removed on building Catholic chapels, and in 1829 the
Catholic Emancipation Act gave Catholics virtually the
same rights as other citizens.

The Story of the Cathedral

Catholic toleration had developed in the town. This
chapel was extended in the 1820’s, but was quite
inadequate by 1851, when Shrewsbury became the
centre of a new diocese, which originally included
Shropshire, Cheshire and parts of north Wales. So the
Earl of Shrewsbury, John Talbot, commissioned noted
architect Augustus Welby Pugin to draw up plans for a
new cathedral. However, in 1852 both men died, and it
was left to their successors, Bertram Talbot and Edward
Pugin, both teenagers at the time, to bring the project
to fruition. The cathedral, dedicated to Our Lady Help
of Christians and St Peter of Alcantara, was completed
and dedicated in 1856. Later seven windows were
added which were designed by Shrewsbury-born artist
Margaret Rope. The building is well worth a visit, and
is open from Easter to the end of October, Monday –
Friday 1pm – 4pm, and Saturday 10am – 4pm. At other
times of the year it is only open on Saturday 10.30am
– 2.30pm.
About fifteen years ago, the process began of
transferring all the historic Catholic registers to
Shropshire Archives. This included some early
notebooks made by itinerant priests and informal
registers. From the nineteenth century these registers
were pre-printed, but all of them are completed in
Latin. Details of the registers available can be found at
https://www.shropshirearchives.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2016/09/Roman-Catholic-register-list.pdf

B

y the
time
you
read this we
will have
visited the
Jill Ming
Roman
Catholic
Cathedral in Shrewsbury on 23rd
March and be looking forward to
our other visits throughout the
summer. If you missed the booking
form, you can find it on our website
www.friendsofshropshirearchives.
org/events.

From the

Chair

Your committee has recently
approved funding for some key
purchases for Shropshire Archives
this year. The first item is a 50%
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www.shropshirearchives.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2018/06/short-guide-to-catholic-records.pdfn

Catholic archives

The first Catholic chapel in Shrewsbury after the
Reformation was built on Town Walls in 1776. The fact
that this was still technically illegal indicates how far
Catholic Cathedral, Town Walls,
Shrewsbury. Shropshire Archives ref:
PH/S/13/T/2/57

For family historians it is also worth remembering
that from 1606 the baptisms of babies of all
denominational persuasions, including Catholics,
had to be performed in the parish church, though
presumably they would have had a Catholic ceremony
elsewhere. In addition, from 1754-1837 Catholics had
to marry in the parish church. These factors mean
that, even though records of Catholic ancestors may
be found in parish registers, they may still have been
Catholic. Shropshire Archives has produced a helpful
leaflet about tracing your Catholic ancestors which is
available also at -

Acton Burnell, St Peter Roman Catholic Church Register of
Baptisms, Communicants, Marriages and Deaths, 1769-1848.
Shropshire Archives ref: RC1/1/1

contribution of £750 to the cost
of materials for the preservation
of photographic negatives. This
is to provide the negatives with
conservation quality storage
that will ensure their long-term
sustainability. Funding for the other
50% is being sought from other
groups.
You may be aware of the
huge volunteer effort currently
being devoted to digitising old
photographs in the Archives’
collections so that they may be
made available online. The indexed
and catalogued high quality
images will be available for users
worldwide to download and will
ultimately provide a valuable

income for Shropshire Archives.
In the short term however, there
is a need for additional computer
storage for all these images and
the Friends has agreed to fund this
over two years with 75% of the cost
(£3,000) in 2019 and the balance
(£1,000) in 2020.
We have also agreed funding of
£150 for a new supply of Shropshire
Archives bookmarks which are
used for promotion and to provide
visitors with a handy and useful
record of the Archives’ location,
contact details and opening hours.
We are pleased to be able to
support the Archives in this way
and to make you aware of how your
subscriptions are being used.
n
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Feature
Maggie Hudson

Who ran the
Lunatic Asylum?

View of Shrewsbury taken from the roof of the House of
Industry, c1850. Shropshire Archives ref: PR/3/527

I

n 1784 the old Foundling Hospital overlooking the
River Severn in Shrewsbury (now part of Shrewsbury
School) was purchased jointly by a number of town
and local parishes and opened as a House of Industry.
In 1821 the Kingsland Lunatic Asylum received a
licence to operate as a private institution within the
workhouse, to cater both for pauper lunatics and
private patients. It was a profit-making enterprise, not
a charitable institution. Pauper inmates were paid for
by their parish, and private patients from their own
pockets. But who ran the asylum? Because it was a
private business, records are scanty, but I have been
able to find out more using documents in Shropshire
Archives as well as birth, marriage, death and census
records on Find My Past.

A new start
The early years of the Asylum are hazy, but in 1835
the licence was taken over by James Jacob who was
also Governor of the House of Industry. Jacob was
not a local man. He had been born in Deptford in
London in 1774 where he had been a timber merchant.
He was married in 1797 and had 9 children. There are
clues as to why he came to Shrewsbury. His wife had
died in 1826 and his daughter Louisa was married
to a Shrewsbury man, Frederick Roberts. In the 1841
census Roberts was the Superintendent of Kingsland
Lunatic Asylum and his wife Louisa was matron at the
Workhouse. Their young daughters Louise Caroline
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and Mary Ann also appear in the census. The couple
were married in Wolverhampton in 1834. Did James
see a chance to make a new start and set up a new
family business with the help of his daughter and
son-in-law? Was he a religious man? At least one of his
children, his son Benjamin, was baptised at the Butt
Lane Independent Church in Deptford, suggesting
the family were non-conformists. His eldest daughter,
Rebekah, married Rev Robert Halley, a well-known
non-conformist divine and historian. So maybe he had
some charitable motives.
The poor law records of individual parishes are
a source of information on the lunatic asylum and
there are references to James Jacob’s accounts for
local lunatics and correspondence about individual
patients. One such is a letter signed by Frederick
Roberts, and dated Nov 17th 1841. It was written to the
Cleobury Mortimer Board of Guardians and concerns
an inmate, Sarah Berrington. As a PS, Frederick says
‘Mr Jacob’s indisposition has been the cause of you
not having answer before’ suggesting Jacobs usually
took charge of all the paperwork. Also in 1841, Richard
Valentine, medical officer of the Ludlow Union visited
the asylum. He reported that the inmates had a good
diet and were healthy and wrote that, ‘the Governor
and Matron seem disposed to listen to their wants and
were attentive to suggestions made by Dr Stocker and
myself.’

Accusation of
impropriety
However James Jacob
had a chequered history as
Governor of the Workhouse.
In 1842 an accusation was
made that he had made
an inmate pregnant.
There followed an inquiry
by the Directors and
Guardians which found
Jacob innocent of the
charge. The inmate,
The Superintendent of the Kingsland
Catherine Cadman,
Asylum to (The Board of Guardians) was discovered to
Letter referring to the violent condition
be of ‘very dissolute
of Sarah Berrington, 17 Nov 1841.
habits’ and allowed a
Shropshire Archives ref: PL5/92/48
male inmate to sleep
in her apartment on
a regular basis. However the inquiry concluded that
‘it was high time that a stop was put to a system that
would give rise to such complaints’. James Jacob was
given three months’ notice as Governor. Initially he
tried to question the validity of the dismissal, but
eventually he did leave
and a Mr Shaw, a brazier of
Mardol, and his wife were
appointed to replace him.
James Jacob died in 1846.
The Shrewsbury Chronicle
described him as ‘much
respected.’ His daughter
Louisa had predeceased
him in 1845 and they are
buried together in St
Chad’s churchyard(Right).
In his will he asked his executors (his son Benjamin,
Rev William John James of Meole Brace, clerk, and
John Woodward of Mardol, hop merchant) to carry
on the business of running the Lunatic Asylum,
employing all profits in the upbringing and education
of Louisa’s three children. By at least 1851 the licence
holder for the Asylum was John Woodward. The
Asylum was much criticised for the unsuitability of its
accommodation and for the fact that that those being
kept at public expense were often idle. A County
asylum was recommended and this was eventually
built at Shelton, opening in 1845. Pauper lunatics were
transferred there and to other asylums. By July 1852
there were only 19 private patients left at Kingsland,
and it closed in 1853 when Woodward decided not to

apply for renewal of the licence, presumably because it
was no longer a profit- making enterprise.

After the asylum closed
James Jacob’s son-in-law Frederick Roberts was
still superintendent of the Lunatic Asylum in 1851. He
had a son Frederick aged 8, but his daughters were
not living with him. His matron in 1851 was Charlotte C
Jacob, described as his niece. She was 22 and born in
Deptford. Research shows her to be the daughter of
James Jacob’s son, James, keeping the business in the
family. Charlotte married a local man, Walter Sharpe,
a bonnet dealer. They remained in Shropshire, later
living in Madeley where Walter became a chemist and
druggist.
The story of Frederick Roberts does not end there,
however, and we can trace his later career. In 1861
he was living in Mason’s Passage, Shrewsbury with a
housekeeper, Emma Taylor. His occupation is listed
as a writing clerk of accounts. In 1871 he is in Barker
Street with his wife Emma, the former housekeeper.
They married in 1868. In 1881 Frederick had a new job
as a brewer’s clerk and accountant, and the couple
moved to Horninglow in Burton upon Trent, where
they remained. Emma died in 1887. At age 79, in 1891,
Frederick enjoyed a holiday in Llandudno with his
daughter Mary Ann and her husband William Spibey.
Frederick died in 1897. He is buried in the churchyard of
St John the Divine, Horninglow, which has an excellent
website listing burials, including those of Frederick and
Emma.
n

Sources

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

FMP Census records, birth, marriage and death records
Dictionary of National Biography
Superintendent of the Kingsland Asylum to the (Cleobury
Mortimer) Board of Guardians 17 Nov 1841 PL5/92/48
Report on (Ludlow Union) patients in the Kingsland Asylum.
PL9/5/4/1
County Asylum visiting justices Committee minute and
report book 1838. QA/7/1/1
Watton’s newspaper cuttings Vol IV p242 and 243. SA8184
Asylum visiting justices committee Report book 1847-67
QA/7/4/1
Shrewsbury Chronicle 18 Dec 1846
Will of James Jacob (Ancestry)
Kingsland: a Shrewsbury suburb by Stella Straughan, qD64
www.stjohnshorninglow.org.uk/graveyard.html
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Feature
John Pryce-Jones

The Black Death in
Oswestry

W

e all know of the Black Death, how
it came to the British Isles having
already spread east to west across
Europe, and how between 1348 and
1350 it killed between a third and
a half of the population. It was the cause of some
villages being abandoned, and for a time caused
serious upheaval in local and national affairs: labour
costs rose, and lords struggled to maintain their
manorial rights as their tenants abandoned the land
for opportunities elsewhere. The so-called Peasants’
Revolt in 1381 had some of its roots in the Black Death.
The disease moved fast. It arrived in England, on the
Dorset coast, in June 1348, reaching Bristol by August
and London by the autumn. It spread remorselessly
throughout the British Isles, all the way north to the
Hebrides, Orkney and Shetland Isles. I was interested if
we could learn from historical records when the Black
Death reached Oswestry, and what its impact was.
There are fewer local records from the 14th century
than, say, for the 16th century – no parish registers
for instance, to list burials, as we have at St Oswald’s
for the outbreak of plague in 1558. For Shropshire, the
Victoria County History uses court rolls for Ruyton
and Kinnerley to show that the Black Death was at its
height in these parts during the summer and autumn
of 1349.
No such records survive for Oswestry. Nevertheless,
we are fortunate that a number of 14th century
property deeds survive in libraries at Aberystwyth,
Shrewsbury and Birmingham, including over 80
documents from the years 1329 to 1370 relating to
the town of Oswestry, or to the rural townships of
Sweeney, Weston Cotton and Llanforda. From these
transactions we know the names of many local people
– those buying and selling, those who owned the next
house or field, and a list of witnesses.
Analysis of these documents indicates that the
plague reached Oswestry in the summer of 1349. Many
of the men and women who are named – manorial
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officials and other leading townspeople such as John
Lloyd, son of Madog Fychan and his wife Emma, Roger
le Roter, Richard de Haston, Philip Lestrange, Meurig
ap Bleddyn, Iorwerth ap Bleddyn Lloyd, Griffith ap
Einion Gethin and his wife Joan - ‘disappear’ from the
records at this time. However, many others survived,
appearing in documents both before and after the
Black Death passed through the district. Examples are
William le Roter, Roger de Haston, Thomas Lestrange,
Roger Morgan, Richard the son of Thomas le Salter,
and Richard the son of William le Salter. Others appear
to have moved to Oswestry in the aftermath of the
plague, perhaps taking on vacant land holdings; an
example is Roger de Muckleston who first appears
in these records in 1357. His family remained active in
local life for the next 400 years: William Muckleston
was curate in 1578; Richard Muckleston was vicar in
1612, and John Muckleston was mayor of Oswestry in
1692.
Returning to the Black Death, clearly this period
would have been a very busy, and a very traumatic
time for St Oswald’s Church, and for the local clergy.
Priests were particularly prone to the plague because
their duties brought them into direct contact with
the sick and dying. To its credit, the church hierarchy
worked hard to find replacement clergy, and to obtain
additional support for priests working in plagueaffected parishes. We do not know the name of the
vicar in 1349, or how he fared when the plague struck.
We do know that Roger Harper was vicar in 1352 and
other documents of 1355, 1367 and 1371 show that he
was vicar of St Oswald’s for many years. It may be that
he was appointed vicar to replace a predecessor who
had died during the plague.
n

News
Mary McKenzie

Three members of the junior housecraft course working in the laundry,
Radbrook College 1954. Shropshire Archives ref: ED8914/3/4/3/52

Work during December closed week

Radbrook College collection

lthough our closed week in December now
seems a while away, the impact of what we
achieved continues to make a difference to the
staff, and also, hopefully, to our customers. Being able
to focus completely on particular tasks for a week is
crucial to the success of the closed period.

During the closed week, we were also able to
complete the cataloguing of the Radbrook College
collection (ED8914). These records give a unique
insight into the beginning of further education for
girls in the county in the early 20th century. As well as
administrative, student and staff records, the collection
also includes a large number of photographs.

A

Here is a list of the work carried out during the week

•

A big sort out and rationalisation of our Ordnance
Survey maps

•

Re-ordering and tidying the stores to create space
for new accessions

•

Accessioning and shelving some of our larger
recent deposits

•

Sorting and shelving the local studies
publications backlog

•

Sorting uncatalogued parts of the Salt solicitors’
collection

•

Completion of an up-to-date cataloguing of small
collections (MI sequence)

•

The Field Name map catalogue was completed
and launched online (7305)

•

Surveying c.50,000 film and glass negatives. We
have now started a repackaging project of the
negatives supported financially by the Friends,
working with volunteers from the Arts Society.
Please send any comments to:
Mary McKenzie, Team Leader, Archives
Shropshire Archives, Castle Gates, Shrewsbury, SY1 2AQ
Tel: 0345 6789096
Email: mary.mckenzie@shropshire.gov.uk
Website: www.shropshirearchives.org.uk

The Shropshire Technical School for Girls opened
in 1901 at Radbrook on the outskirts of Shrewsbury
in purpose-built accommodation and was mainly
financed by Salop County Council. The college aimed
to provide education to enable girls to become
efficient heads of households and farmers’ wives, and
also provided training for those going into domestic
service. Courses included dairying, poultry keeping,
cookery and household management.
The development of the girls’ technical school
was part of a national scheme to provide technical
education for those who had left school. It was
mirrored by the establishment of the Boys Technical
School in Shrewsbury, later the Wakeman school.
By the 1940s the college was renamed the
Shropshire College of domestic subjects and dairy
work and in the 1950s it became Radbrook College.
In 1977 the college became part of the wider
Shrewsbury Technical College. A culinary museum was
established on the site in the 1980s which managed
and collected artefacts, archives and books. In 2014
the college closed and the site was sold for building.
The collections of the Culinary Museum were then
transferred to Shropshire Archives, and to Shropshire
Museums Service. In addition to the records, we have
also catalogued the library of over 600 cookery and
household books, and these are also available online
under the reference SHYRC. I would like to thank
all the volunteers who worked on the collection,
including a number of our student placements. 
n
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