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ACTIVITIES

21 March 2014
A talk about the Mercian 
Staffordshire Hoard by 
Ray Aspden - the       
artefacts and the people 
who would have buried 
them.
Village Hall, 7.30pm.

BIRMINGHAM BACK-TO-BACKS

The tenement slums of the 19th century were not, on the face ot it, the 
most enticing of subjects, but National Trust volunteer Liz Baker brought the 
last remaining Birmingham back-to-backs vividily to life in a talk to the 
Society at the end of January. This was the cheapest family housing    
available to workers who fled the poverty and tied cottages of the        
countryside for the independance of life in the city.
 The back-to-backs were so named because they were just one room 
deep, each street-facing terrace backing onto a similar dwelling facing a 
courtyard. A single door (there was no back door) led into each ground-floor 
room with stairs going to a bedroom above and another above that. Walls 
were only one brick thick and always damp. Water was carried in from a 
well and chamber pots were carried out to a communal toilet in the yard 
where washing was done once a week. Those living at the back paid a 
reduced rent because of the stench from the toilet: 2/6d a week front and 
1/10d back, in 1830. 
 Despite the conditions, the ready availability of work, particularly for 
women, meant that there was never a shortage of tenants. The 1871     
census shows that one house was occupied by a couple with five children 
and two lodgers. Some families rented these properties for generations. 
 One hundred years ago, there were 43,000 back-to-backs in Birmingham 
divided into 6000 courts. Heavily bombed in WWII and       condemned as 
slums in 1966, most courts were demolished. But some continued in use 
with a shop on the 
ground floor. The last 
court of 11 houses 
was saved by the 
Birmingham 
Conservation Society, 
which persuaded the 
National Trust to take 
it on 10 years ago. 
One tenant still alive, 
82-year-old George 
Saunders, was a tailor 
who left all his tools to 
the Trust.
 For Society     
member Jaye Field, 
the talk brought back 
memories of when she 
lived in a court for 12 
months with her mother and aunt. She remembered the cold and damp, 
and the dreadful outside toilet where huge spiders lurked, but there was 
also a strong sense of community. Liz Baker regards the back-to-backs as 
a monument to the lives of ordinary people. 
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DUKE OF YORK’S VISIT TO HANLEY

Despite the floods, around 80 people attended the launch by the 
Worcestershire Historical Society (WHS) of the late Jim 
Toomey’s book on the visit of the Duke of York to the castle at 
Hanley in 1409/10. Introduced by WHS general editor Stephen 
Roberts, Chris Dyer, former Professor of Medieval History at 
Birmingham University, provided a snapshot of life at the castle 
600 years ago.
  He started by paying tribute to the scrupulous work Jim 
Toomey had done in translating the Duke’s account book from 
Latin. He reminded us that Jim had been a Yorkshire classics 
master who later became deputy head of a school in 
Bromsgrove and then became so embedded in county life that 
he transferred his cricket allegiance to Worcestershire. 
 After retirement, he offered his services to the county archi-
vist, Robin Whittaker, who suggested researching the Lechmere 
collection of deeds. The fruit of Jim Toomey's first exploration of 
medieval Hanley was his PhD thesis, A Medieval Woodland 
Manor, which can be seen on the village website, and the publi-
cation in 2001 of his translation of the Lechmere papers in 
Records of Hanley Castle, Worcestershire, c.1147-1547. 
 He moved on to look at the daily expenses at Hanley castle 
of the 150-strong household of Edward Plantagenet, grandson 
of Edward III and second Duke of York, who had been involved 
in suppressing the Welsh revolt led by Owain Glyndowr. When 
Harlech castle surrendered in 1409, the duke and duchess, with 
his cousin Prince Henry (the future Henry V), moved their 
household from Cardiff to Hanley, a journey of about 70 miles. 
Both Cardiff and Hanley castles were owned by the Despenser 
family, but leased to the duke. 
 Although most of the household sailed down the river Taff 
and up the Severn to Hanley Quay, a 5-day journey, the duke’s 
party travelled overland in two chariots with baggage train, 
which took them 3½ days. So uncertain was the route that they 
needed guides to cross the River Wye. 
 The castle at Hanley had been largely rebuilt by Edward II in 
the 1320s for use not only as a comfortable residence, but also 
as a military stronghold, being stocked with weapons. With its 
park and the nearby Malvern Chase, it was ideally situated for 
the pleasures of the hunt. 
 Prominent in the account are the pantry, buttery and brewery, 
responsible respectively for providing bread, wine and ale. Wine 
was imported from France and consumed at the rate of almost 
10 gallons per day. Enough ale was brewed to allow 2 pints per 
person at each meal.
 To provide lighting throughout the castle, beeswax candles 
were used by high status residents and in the chapel, while  
others made do with tallow from the kitchen.
 It is interesting to read about the spices used to enliven 
savoury dishes and make sweetmeats. Almonds were crushed 
to make a substitute for milk during Lent. Cane sugar from the 
Mediterranean was sold in loaves. Coarse salt from Droitwich 
was used to preserve meat and fish, while the finer bay salt for 
the table came from France. The food served reflected church 
regulations. Abstinence from meat was observed on 

Wednesdays, Fridays and 
Saturdays. Fish was the     
traditional alternative and to 
find enough during the winter 
the duke’s chariot was sent to 
London - the journey taking up 
to 13 days - to bring back  
barrels of fish.
 After leaving Hanley, the 
duke continued his life as a 
soldier, dying at the battle of 
Agincourt in 1415. 
 The second half of the 
book is taken up by the 
Hartlebury court book, a 
record of pre-reformation 
offences against morality and 
consequent penalties. The 
church’s obession with sexual     
conduct is revealed by the  
frequent accusations of       
fornication and adultery for 
which the penalties were fines 
and public beatings. Other 
common offences included 
withholding tithes, failure to 
attend church, working on 
Sundays or feast days (usually 
men) and sower of discord 
(usually women). Both books 
are published under the    
general title: Noble Household 
Management and Spiritual 
Discipline in 15th Century 
Worcestershire. 

SOCIETY ARCHIVES
Jim Toomey’s books form part 
of the Society’s archives which 
are all available on loan to 
members. They include:
Pitt, General View of the Agriculture 
of the County of Worcester, 1813
Hornyold, The Hornyold Family of 
Blackmore Park, 1883
Shirley, Hanley and the House of 
Lechmere, 1883
Symonds, Hanley Castle: An 
Episode of the Civil Wars ...1883. 
Lawson, The Nation in the Parish, or 
Records of Upton-on-Severn, 1884
Collins, Blackmore Park in World 
War Two
Sale catalogues - Blackmore Park 
estate, 1919
-  Mansion contents, 1921


