BAMBLES IN STAFFORDSHIRE,

|By ouk Boving ConMIssiosER. ]
N, XLV, _
THROUGH BILSTON.

“ Ak me! what perils do environ |
The man who n:eddles with hot feon 1
— K yhyme,
A Jocal patriarch lately told me he could well
remember how, in
*The daye when ha went gipeylog
A lowg e apa,™
he used to join the kindred spirits of his boyhood in

Blackberry hunting, down the hawthorn-scented lane,

which led from Willenhall to Bilston,  Rare times of
xustic pefce and heauty! | What an Arcadia was
Eilston then ! Sunny meadows, purling brooks, wood.
land dells,
cottages, sportive lambs, aod singieg birda—* thess
were thy charma, but all thoze charms are flad.” "
The route I teok from Willenhall this morolog is
not wsually recognised as the Queen's highway, buk it
afforded me the opportunity I-desired of sesing Eome
of the * waste lands of the Blagk Country,” of which
8 pood deal has been said of latein the losal press
Leaving the Walsall and Wolverhampton faropike-
xoad o the right at Portobello, I proceedsd fo the rear
of that classic spot, wondering as I went by what

chance it cameto be desiguated the ** gate of war,”

Portohello iz eminently a mining wvillage, and the
absence of the perpendicnlar in many of the hoosss
Eestifien to the industrial zesl of its inhabitants, Some
of the tenements I passed; nob content with emulating
the leaning tower of Pisa, bave given evidencs of
internal diseolutiona of parknership, and in morve than
one instance the front or side wall has completsly dis-
avowed all further conmection with the main baildiag.

Tndeed, to ths nninitizted, the shattersd stabe of the

Biouzes at the rear of Purtobello would suggest the
idea that anearthquake had visited the spot, and sub-
Fected the entire neighbonrhood t0 & terrible conval-
gion. The village is not without one or two decent
shops ; and of its three Dissenting chapels, one—the
Wesleyan-—is 2 creditable baildiog, A rail way station
and an antignated turnpike bar complete the list of its
Dublic institutions,

Between Portobello and Bilston the landscape ig
waried by pit-mounds, *swags,” engine houses, and
intergecting tramways. Ofthe latter I may menkion,
#a an evidence of local enterprise, thst one recently
complated by Messrs, Barker extonds from  Willen-
hall to Welverhampton —a  distance of = nearly
Bhree miles—and iz worked by locomotive engines.
Mfany of the coal-pits in this localiby seem
£o be exhansted, and others are, from varioos
canges, ooly in parkial operation. With one of these
eoalpita is sssociated s wild legend, which savours of
the Black Country balf a ceniury ago. Onoce opon s
fime—so rung the tale—a gueer-looking miner was
employed in &his partienlar conlpit, who, for wank
of & better title, went by the name of °* Black Jack,”
Ha was o mystery to all who knew him, Instead of
working in the day time with his comrades, he always
chose to descend the shafk just before their day's work
was over, and remain there all night quite alone.  The
work he performed was prodigions. In those twelve
golitary hours he earned more money than any of his
companions could earn in three days, and no one coald

anderstand ' the reason why.” One night, however,

the secret oozed ont,. Tt had been previously arranped
ab the Green Dragon that some ons shonld stealthily
deéscend the shaft st widoight, and act as a apy.
Thisr was effectuslly done, and the soene thak
presented itself was startling in the extreme. There
gat Jack, smoking his pipe with the ntmost com-

posure, surronnded by ax innnmerable army of little |

bloe imps, who were all busily at work nnder his
direction. The spy was aghast at such ““an uaco
gight,” and shrieked in terror. The sonad of his voics
reached Jack's ear, far up the dim passage of the
ming, ‘snd he looked rownd in sorprise., The spy
instantly signalled £ be drawn up, and had no sgopst
regeined the top than a shower of stones; pickaxes, and
Inmps of coal, all mingled fogether and smelling
strongly of sulphor, were hurled out ab the moubh of
the shaft in wild confusion. = A% dayhreak, the miners
descended as wsnal to their work, frying to appear as
Ehoogh mnothing had happenmed, but on reaching the
Sgump ' gll disguise was thrown axide, for poorJack
lay quita dead, and half buried beneath a heap of
shattered rock. A surveyor, who was sent to inzpact
the mine, reported that there had been an explosion of
* fire damp,' but the spy maintained that the erup-
Eion was caused by the imps, who, being discovered
by an ordinary mortal, were released from the mystic
gpell that bound them, and revenged their long career
of eervitude by the uiter annihilation of * Black
Jaek™

Midway between Partobells and Bilaton is a slich$
eminence locally kuown as Bunkers Hill, from the
summit of which a wide view discloses hundreds of
* broad acres,” whose mineral weslth has beea ex..
fracted, and which are now lying waste and desolate,
Unfenced, unsmoothed, and uneared-for, thess dreary
tracts remind one of the famons * No Man's Land,”
degeribed in the old romacces. - Considering that thess
acres of “spoil” have been proved eapable of easy
conversion into agricultural land of average gaality,
ghey cerfainly present s tompting field to enterprise,
especially in this era of joiok stock speculation.  From
one of thehighest monnds at Banker's Hill, the view
of the surrounding landscape is particalarly extensive,
embracicg Sedgely Bescon, Dadley Castle Hill, and
the epires of Bilsfon, Darlaston, Wolverhampton, and
other ¢ necbur fowos.? :

Ten minutes' walk from Bunkers Hill brought mp,
fo the Cold Lames (fate, st the entrance to Bilaton, and
I forthwith eommenced my tour of inspection in ** the
irom town.” 7

It'often ocours fo me as being somewhat singular
that Bilston should have been as famous for pigs in
the early Saxom doys, 89 in onr own. There is, how-

Swinesta—as the peighbourhond was thes palied—
consisted of living swine, while those of the pressnt
day are pigs of iron,
*Which merchant-men do barter npon "Ohange,™
The sarronndiogs of Bilsten give smple evidanca of

the character of its industry.  Groups of black baild-
ings, veiled in smoke, are couspicaous objects of the
lawdacape, and their ceaseless din betrays the nature
of their wonderint activity.

* ——&e ponderons hammer falls,
Lond anvils ring amid the trembling walls,
Stroke fellows atruke, the sparkling ingot shioes,
Flows the red flag, the lengthening bar refioes,
Cold waves immersed the glowing mass aangial
Apd turns o adamant the bissing steel”®

It is somewhat ominons, thabt the most noticeable
feature at the entrance to Bilstonis & very spacions
Police Court, and on the day of my visit an snxiong
group of men and women stood aronad the gate in
such numbers a3 to sugpest a second varsion of the
famone pickure, ** Waitiog for the Verdios.” To con.
nection with this establishment for the pressrvation of
the peace 18 fo be found one of those antiguated instea-
menta of torture familiscly called **stocks” and
within the past half-dozen years my curiosity has been
gratified by seeing & delinguent dofng penanga in the
arthodox fashion suggested by that time-honoared
contrivance. . Among the crowd of on-lookers 1T
swvell recolleet an old mas, whe, bsieg re-
minded of the unwonted pscene of his early
days, related many eurions recollections, in the way
of punichments common o thiy district in the early
part of the century. Oune of the most effective was,
he said, that of tying the offender at the rear of & cark
or wagoh, and durivg the slow progresa of the vehicls
through the pablic streets, the populacehad full licanse
to belabour the Juckless knava to their hearts' content,
Such 2 scene must have been almost as exeiting as a
badger bait to the “ronghs” of the district in thoss
paloy days, ;

The Parieh Church of 35 Loonard's is by oo means
an aocient stragture, not havivg had an earlier axiab
ence then the vear 1525 : bat & charch has oced pied
the aamie pleasant site, at the éatranca fo the towan,
gimes the reign of Henry VI
it was emdowed by private benevolence with ** divers
lands," bt its revenus for many years was very small

At the ecclesiaatioal valuakion in the year 1526, the

Chantry of Bilston® was estimated st £4.° 192
10d. sterling. * 1n 1767, Mr, Edward Best retorned the
incomie at £50. per annunm ; bub sinoe that Hims, the
*black dismonds” under the church. lands have
been tmroed to such. - profitable  sccount ! as
%o augment  the  income - b0 aboub’ | £600,
per annum. . The edifice which preceded tha
present abruoiure was consecrated in the year 1733,
reveral years after the old cliurch had besn taken
down. Duriog the long interval thus cccapied inthe
rebuilding, 'the Prebendaries instituted some claim to
Bitls e slafed. s faw pears ago. that the produc fon of fron i

raral  homesteads, - flower-embosomed,

 apology for o station 6 be found in the whole
‘and the a;ﬂrfachwilem eclipass ‘that to the Low

{Western line—is at
(of mining indnatry. This triple communieation is,

From fime to tima |

& participation in the patronage—then, a3 now, in fhe
gift of the people—bot they were nnable to sobstan-
tiate their right. The orizin of the popular nomina-
fion ia thos recorded in anm old MS, still preserved in
the registry at Windsor, having neither date mor
title :— ;
S Th of Bilsfon 1= of S0 emall a valaa (B4 &

that ﬂ:g m&mﬁ contribnte fowards the mumnﬁﬂ
of the corate, and npon this scoonnt protend to s nomina-
tion, or approbation at least, otherwise they say they will
raize mo eontributione,™

This ** popular * mode of election here, anab Willen-
ball, is the canse on each wsacancy of a conbest nok
unworthy of the scems in Tom Taylor's: succesafal
comedy. Never, perhaps, did party feeling run higher
than in the year 1813, when Mr. Leigh—whoge labonrs
duriog the awful cholers visitation of 1332 were be-
youd all praise—was trinmphantly elected. An old
chronicle thus describes the ' scene™ :— 4 A great noisy
rabble thronped the streets, men, women, and children,
all wearing the colours of the respective candidates,
awong whom Mr. Leigh seemed most popular, hiz
colowrs being rightly the troe blue.” When the voling

| was well nigh about to close, the mob got very excited,

and checred and hooted the voters a3 they listed. A
few of the noisiest began stone-throwing, but this the
constables stopped with all speed, and no great harm
wes dome. Mr. Leigh was retorned by o large majoriky,
and hia supporters teatified their joy and merriment,
by singiog o in the streats :—
e Emg“l:a%{i{h grievons sticks and stones

They aonght to brealk onr bones;

They dragged the pesple near

An’ tempred them wi' besr,

And made them vote fir fear,

Boi see, boys, sea !

Who won the vickory?

We, boys, wa!

auuu" Wi.lliamh I.-.ggh :

onr parsch !

Bhall our parson h:‘l" o
Humphrey Perry—a great benefactor to the poor of
Bilston—bequeathed the parsonage honse in the year
1716. The present Corafe-in.charge iz the Hon. and
Fev. Adelbert Angon, M. A., brother of the Earl of
Lichfield, Lord Lisntenant of the Connty,

Inthe yeign of Edward I1L, the ™ men of Bilsbon”
were cerbified to be “foll fres,” a privilege likewise
accorded to the burgesses of Waleall. Bilston wa
also the #ite of o gallows and a gibbet during the
16th century, and for the latter instrument of orturs
* charities” were pariodically invited at the Wolver-
hampton Callegiste Church.

Leaving the Old Chureh, and passing down the main
street, my attention was directed to the head office of
the Staffordehire Joint-Stock Bank, of which the archi-
tecture il acoords with the notable sucoess it has
achioved. Across the way—hard by the very modest-
looking Post Office—ia s handzome drinking fountain,
lataly erected Ty Mr. Magon, a solicitor of this town,
in memory of his labe wife. Ttis ak onoe a beantifal
and ueefol tribnte of well:desorved affaction. Past the
spacious establishment of the Dodley and West Brom.
wich Bank, i3 the large and well-looking Wesleyan
Chapel,. the scene of the labours'of the Rov. H.W.
Holland—of Cornhill celebrity—the Rev. K. Gardner
Smith, and other looal ocrnaments of that religions
community. \Within a stone’s throw—down Oxford

. Street—is the chapel of the Independsnts, where nntil

recently, the Rev. J. W. Bain

“* Alluved to brighter worlds and Ied the way.” -
From this new and goodly edifice, a bye strect bronght
me o the Great Western Hailway Siakion, which is

| eminently characteristic of the company. Much more

room than traffic is its lesding feature, althomph—
onlike some of the stations on that line—we cannok
describe it {as Arbemus Ward described the Abbeys of
Epgland), as being ** gadly ounk of repair,”

Hard by the Rallway Siation isthe establishument
of the Public Baths Company (Limited), an institution
which, although far from paying cent. per cent., has
been of considerable service to the locality, in the
work of purifying the ‘‘great unwashed.” The un-
fortnnate’ shareholders have hitherto received no
exchange forthe **calls” made apon them, save the con-
ecignsness of what Tennyson would call ““a daty dona,”
and we cannob help thinking that Town O iszione;
ehould relieve them now of the responsibility ineurred in
their well-advised stfempt fo place within the reach of
their poorer brethren the power of obaying the injune-
tion given to them as to Naaman, * Wash and be
olean ™
- Tarning down Wood Sireet, T passed the Baptist
Chapel, of which the Rev. T. Jackson is the officiating
minister. It may nob be generally known that Mr.
Jackson is & brother-in-law of the Rev. C. H. Spur-
%ean_, baving married & sister of that eminent divine
‘This lady I was fortunate encugh to meet. The family
likeness s unmistakeable, and the Bilston petopls of
all ereeds and sects ““esteem her very highly in love
for her works' sake.”

Church Street is not particnlarly ecclesinatic in its
general appearance, especlally on a Ssturday night,
when * market people most do comgregate.” It is
emphatically ‘s strest of liguor vaults, where thoss
""kindred epirits,” rum, gin, and brandy, are disposed of
in plentifol potations, Iamnotacquainted with anothey
thoroughfars in the whole district the whichcan vie with
this in the number of such establishments. Inrespect
of the influence exerted by these **inatitutions,” how.
ever, Bilston is decidedly improving, and no such
Beenes are now to be witnessed as wera, nnhappily, too
common thirly years ago, when the excited crowds,
#ven on & Sabbath evening, too often snpggeated Barns's
profane couplet .—

* Beme are foll of love divine,
And some are full o brandy.”

The market place is spacicus and convenisnt; heing

railed off from the main street 5o as to prevent any

interroption to the fraffic onm the part of itinerant

vendors, as is the case with most of the other district
towns. Adjoining the market is a building, of primi.

 tive construction, which claims the somewhat dignified
¢ name of ** Theatre Royal”?
| powerful rival fo the Haymazket or Drury Lane, Tha

! patrong of the D ho k fr i
ever, the slight differencs that the products of ancient | E el b Al Dk

It is, however, no very

severaly classical in their tastes, if one may judzs by

' the experience of a single night.  Although crowded

. irom floor to ceiling, thesublime tragedy of ** Hamlet”

cfailed to elicit many tears, and sven the Ghos—a

i wretched imitation—was unable fo excite the mamal

:alarm.  But when the **sereaming fares™ cama on, in

¢ which the Clowi had to swallow a atringqf BATAAERE,
ok

the applause became uproarions, both in pit and
gallery, and “was continued for some time siter the

enrtain fell
i A respectable Temperance Hall to which T waa

invited, preserves Bilston from the obloguy of having

(uo. adequate public room, although the town might

still emulate with advantage the public spirit of

- Willenhall, in the erection of & Mechanics’ Instibation.

Bilston is fortunate in  possessing thres: railway

stations, two of which, however, are what Sir Roger de
i Coverley would Bay ** more in name than in natnrs.®

One—the ~ West . Midland—is  abont the dEMMt

I;!Mi(:l.‘:,
Level at mrh.am]gl:m. The other—on the North-
btbingshall Road, » dresry contre

however, of grest commersial importance to Bilato:
and will donbtless tend to lacalisa ’sE;a mots parmmazi
trades on which the fature progperity of the Black
Country so greatly dependa,
Eilston already emmlates its busy prototype, Wol-
verbampton, in the production of japanned and baned
wares, and stepping inta the large establishment of Mr.
Jobn Marston, in- Lester Street, I was shown an
immense variety of household articles, * all of beanty,
all of ‘use,” for the production of which the town
is npidig rising into fame. Fainted = anuffer
trays, cash boxes, baths—foot, hip, and lounging—
trays, waiters, caddies, snoff boxes, coal vasas, letcer
racks, coffee pots, and an endless variety of a honse-
wile's requisites, constitute the ‘‘long array” of Bila-
ton wares. Mr. Maraton rather astonished me by
paying that in his attempt to gratily the diversity of
fine art taste, he had not less tham 1,700 distiges
patterns of trays and waiters ! What a feld is here
for the development of art in conjunction with handi-
eraft 1 The wlognence of Fuskin and the shrawd
counsel of Professor Diresser might well ba emplogad
in recomménding to the people of Bilston more atten-
tion to the cultivation of refined taste among the
workpeople, as a powerful aid to the future welfate of
their town. ' If, as the poet sings, ki
** In the eldar days of ark

Bnilders wronght with enrions sara

Hach minute and unseen pars,

¥or the gods see everywhere,” :
there is surely eqoal reason mow for recognising the
moral iiﬁuenua aof lft:lmdicnit as thers wasin t&::a middls
ages, when Art achieved such {rinmphs in the progress
of industrial enterpries, As a thoughtinl writer haa
well expressed it:—* If, 85 time advances, we'ara to
experience incréasingly severe competition from new
and umexpected guarters, how are ws to combat is,
and how hold our own against the world, but by the
careful fostering of inventive genius, the conservation
of o pure murxlgl » 80d increased attention to all that
can render our workpesple more cspabls work-pro-
ducing creatures ¥ ' :

This guery especially applies to. Bilsten, and wa

leave ite solution in the hands of thesa who have at

heart the moral and material welfare of the parish,



