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1830: On this New Year’s Day, a stagecoach called The Telegraph left Leeds at 6 a.m. bound for Birmingham, via Lichfield. Three miles from Ashbourne, at Swinscoe Hill, the driver was thrown off and the panicked horses headed downhill at top speed. At the bottom of the hill the coach hit the wall of a public house, smashing one of its wheels, before carrying on until it was broken to pieces against a toll house. The guard and two passengers had managed to jump out, but a passenger who remained in the coach was seriously injured. The Staffordshire Advertiser, reporting on the accident, said, ‘The guard and the coachman, it is feared, were far from sober, as they had called at many inns on the road to drink in commemoration of the day.’ A group of passengers who were waiting to board the coach at Lichfield’s George Inn eventually heard of the accident and had to wait for the following day to travel. The Telegraph was one of the first coaches to go at 20mph. Other stagecoaches had similarly exotic names: The Rapid, The Quicksilver and The Tartar. (Clayton, Howard, Coaching City, Dragon Books, 1970)




[image: ]

1925: On this day, the Lichfield Mercury reported the wedding of Mary Taylor of Abingdon Villas, Cherry Orchard, and Frank Halfpenny of Golden Hill, Staffordshire, which took place at Lichfield’s Wesleyan church in Tamworth Street. The bride wore a dress of ivory satin and lace, with a tulle veil and orange-blossom wreath, and carried a bouquet of lilies and white heather. Her two sisters, Kathleen and Joyce Taylor, were bridesmaids. The ceremony was conducted by the Rev. Stirzaker and the hymns ‘O Perfect Love’ and ‘In All My Vast Concerns with Thee’ were sung, with the married couple leaving the church to Mendelssohn’s ‘Wedding March’, played by the organist Mr R. Earle. A reception was held in the Wesleyan schoolroom attached to the church and the bride and bridegroom later left for a honeymoon in London. The couple were given many presents, including a cheque from the bride’s father, household linen from the bride’s mother and a willow-pattern dinner service from the groom’s mother. The bride gave her new husband a solid silver cigarette case and he gave her a fur coat. Mary and Frank Halfpenny were later both to serve on Lichfield City Council. (Lichfield Mercury)


[image: ]

1879: On this day, the death was announced of James Robinson of Chasetown, near Lichfield, a veteran of the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. Robinson had been a private in the Coldstream Guards and on that fateful day had been one of the defenders of Hougoumont – a fortified farmhouse in the centre of the battlefield where the fight was long and fierce and many died. Robinson himself was hit by a bullet which entered his left eye and lodged in his jaw. Left for dead among the piles of bodies, it wasn’t until the next morning that someone noticed him moving and he was taken to the surgeon. The operation, in the days before anaesthetics and antibiotics, was deemed too risky and so the musket ball remained with him until his death. Robinson was known to remark that, apart from the loss of his eye, the only inconvenience that resulted from his injury was ‘a perpetual noise in his head as of a watermill’. He was, apparently, in all respects a model soldier – his proud boast being that he ‘never had a black mark against his name’. He died, well into his 80s, as a result of ‘taking his last cold’. (Lichfield Mercury)
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1942: On this day, the prime minister’s wife, Mrs Clementine Churchill, was in Lichfield. She first visited the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) building in Wade Street, where she expressed her appreciation of the organisation and her pleasure at the warm welcome she had received there. Mrs Churchill was informed that the patrons of the YWCA included members of the different services, such as the Wrens, as well as nurses and land girls. Mrs Hodson, who greeted Mrs Churchill, said that the organisation also made a special effort to cater for the ‘convey girls’ (who transported planes from one place to another), as she felt that there ought to be a place where they could go for warm drinks and food, especially in the winter. Mrs Churchill, having met some of the volunteers at the YWCA, then visited the YWCA services at Whittington Barracks, where she received an ‘enthusiastic welcome’ and dined with Mrs Hester Smith, the ‘leader in charge’. The women of the married quarters at the barracks presented Mrs Churchill with a sum of money for the Aid to Russia Fund, which she ran. (Lichfield Mercury, January 9th 1942)
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1993: On this day, Lichfield magistrate John Wilson, who had recently retired from the bench after twenty-five years’ service, called for more people from a wider social background, including the unemployed, to be made Justices of the Peace. Wilson believed that too many magistrates were drawn from a ‘middle-class, middle-income, middle-age’ background. ‘I see no reason,’ he added, ‘why there shouldn’t be a few unemployed people on the bench in the future as they represent such a high proportion of the population nowadays.’ Mr Wilson, an ex-mayor of the city, admitted that he had decided to retire because he believed that he was ‘out of touch with young people and the complex social problems often revealed in court cases these days. There is a desperate need for more younger men and women to become magistrates.’ Commenting on his twenty-five years on the bench, Mr Wilson said he had noticed that transport-related crimes and burglaries had increased, but there had been a big drop in drink-driving offences. (Lichfield Mercury, January 7th 1993)
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1865: On this day, the Lichfield Advertiser was published by F.W Meacham at the price of 1 (old) penny. Meacham published the paper, which replaced the defunct Lichfield Mercury (which would be revived in 1877), as well as providing many other services for the folk of the city from his shop in the Market Square. He described himself as a printer, bookseller, stationer and bookbinder, as well as a newspaper agent. He sold cheap stationery – notepaper cost 6d (3p) for five quires and envelopes cost 6d per hundred. He printed such documents as pamphlets, circulars, handbills and funeral cards and also provided albums for the popular cartes de visite, as early photographs were known. Also for sale were the new stereoscopic pictures of Lichfield Cathedral and other local sights, and foreign postage stamps for collectors. Meacham’s shop also sold books – among the ones he advertised were Bible stories, cookery books (including Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management), Tennyson’s poems and boys’ annuals. The new paper’s first edition did not contain much news, but it did have many adverts for local shops and businesses and a whole page of railway timetables. (Lichfield Advertiser, first edition)
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2008: On this day, Lichfield was awarded Fairtrade City status. The Fairtrade movement started in the UK in the 1970s, at the time The Body Shop began and the Traidcraft company was set up, both of which were endeavouring to ensure that Third World producers had better and more equal trading conditions for their produce. In 2000 the Lancashire town of Garstang became the first community in the world to be designated as a Fairtrade town and many other towns and cities across Britain followed suit. In Lichfield the campaign to achieve Fairtrade status was started by a small group of activists in 2005. They persuaded Lichfield City Council to pass a resolution that all of their council meetings, and all events run by the council, would only use fairly traded products. Soon many organisations in the city – churches, schools, voluntary groups and small and large businesses – were represented on a steering group, whose aim was to raise awareness and produce promotional materials. By 2008 the campaign had achieved its aim and in an official ceremony in March, broadcaster George Alagiah OBE presented the Fairtrade Foundation’s certificate to the Mayor of Lichfield, Councillor Mark Warfield, in an official ceremony. (Bardsley, Warren R., Fair City, Church in the Market Place Publications, 2008)
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1904: On this day, shocking details emerged about the cruelty shown by a Lichfield couple towards their son. At their trial, John and Sarah Langley, bakers at a shop in Tamworth Street, were charged with neglecting their 6-year-old son Arthur, who was a child from John Langley’s previous marriage. Arthur, who was described as small for his age and ‘not as bright as other children’, had been seen picking up refuse in the street and eating it. When he was examined by Dr Rowland, medical officer of the Lichfield workhouse, he was found to be emaciated, showing signs of consumption (T.B.), with bruises on his legs and a partially paralysed arm. Further investigations revealed that neighbours had seen the boy chained up in his backyard in all weathers, with inadequate clothing and having to eat from the pigswill bucket. The parents were found guilty by the jury, but the judge said that he was reluctant to send them to prison as they had another six small children. So instead they were fined £25 and warned about their future behaviour. A crowd, unhappy at the verdict, formed outside the court and later windows at the Langley’s shop were broken. (Lichfield Mercury, January 15th 1904)
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1961: On this day, workmen, demolishing some old brick buildings to the rear of shops in Bird Street, were surprised to discover a ‘secret room’. The circular room was decorated with illustrations made with shells and pebbles, one of which depicted Lichfield Cathedral. A wooden door led from the room, down some stairs and into a small, walled garden to the rear of the school clinic in Sandford Street. The room, which had been forgotten about for many years, was in fact referred to in a book by former city librarian, the late J.W. Jackson. In his book Historical Incidents In and Around Lichfield, published in the 1930s, he wrote about how the room had housed French prisoners during the Napoleonic Wars and how the pictures were created to relieve some of the boredom they doubtless experienced. Seventy-four such prisoners were kept in Lichfield from 1797 on their parole of honour. These included General Marquet, three other officers who lived in Heath Cottage in St John Street and de Giborne, who lived in Cherry Orchard in a residence that was later called Frenchman’s Cottage. Another prisoner, Cato, settled in Lichfield and one of his descendants later ran the Three Crowns pub. (Lichfield Mercury, January 13th 1961)


[image: ]

1893: On this day, the coming of age of Mr W.W. Worthington of Maple Hayes Hall was marked with a grand fancy-dress ball. The guests, on their arrival to celebrate Mr Worthington’s 21st birthday, found the carriage driveway from the lodge to the hall itself brightly illuminated with fairy lights. The drawing room of the hall was filled with an array of flowers and in the dining room a portrait of Mr Worthington painted by the Hon. J. Collier was displayed. Birthday presents were laid out in the Oriental Room and included a silver salver and an illuminated address in album form from the tenants and tradesmen of Lichfield. The ball, which was attended by many of the local ‘elite’, started at 9.45 p.m. and continued ‘with great enthusiasm’ until 5 a.m. Dances included polkas, lancers and ‘valses’. Many of the costumes, not only of the ladies but the men too, were ‘varied and many were beautiful’. Costumes included a French peasant girl, a Neapolitan fishermen, Sir Francis Drake, Britannia and Marie Antoinette ‘in a prison dress’. There were also two Mary, Queen of Scots and several magpies and matadors. (Lichfield Mercury, January 13th 1893)
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1933: On this day, Dr Hogarth, past president of the British Medical Association and senior surgeon at Nottingham General Hospital, made a speech in Lichfield about the health of the population. According to Hogarth, ‘cheerfulness’ was one of the ingredients of health, whereas ‘fear’ was the ‘arch-enemy of mankind’ and a ‘potent contributor to disease’. People in Britain, he believed, regarded the medicine bottle as a ‘fetish’ and doctors often prescribed pointless medicine just to ensure that patients did not lose faith in their abilities as doctors. However, he did notice a number of good developments in recent times – people had generally stopped spitting in the street, a habit that spread diseases, and he was also pleased that cigarettes had largely replaced the short clay pipe and twist tobacco. Active life was important too, according to Dr Hogarth, as was proper food, although he thought that the meals that ‘came to the British table’ did not compare favourably with those of other nations. Dr Hogarth finished his speech by saying that ‘a child born today has an expectation of twenty years more than his grandfather and those born fifty years hence will certainly be the heirs of a longer span’. (Lichfield Mercury, January 13th 1933)
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1902: On this day, an outbreak of smallpox in Lichfield’s workhouse caused a panic across the city. The workhouse master discovered that a tramp named Frederick Hemmings, who had been admitted two days before, was suffering from the disease and was quickly moved to the ‘infectious hospital’. As a result the ‘tramp wards’ were closed for a week and everyone who had come into contact with the man, both inmates and officials, were given smallpox vaccinations. One resident of the workhouse, Thomas Bevan, refused to be vaccinated and was locked in a room by himself after he had hit one of the officials over the head with a stick and pulled out a knife. More vaccine had been sent for when it was discovered that the sick man’s shirt had been sent to the laundry in the female section of the workhouse and that the women who worked there needed to be vaccinated too. The Lichfield Board of Guardians, the body in charge of the workhouse, was told that vaccination would defeat the disease and that recently the king had been vaccinated to set an example to others. Hemmings recovered from the disease. (Lichfield Mercury, January 31st 1902)
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1928: On this day, Lichfield City Council voted to re-erect Lichfield’s clock tower after it had been demolished to make way for the new Friary Road, which was needed to relieve traffic congestion in the city. Built in 1863, the tower had been erected on the site of the Crucifix Conduit – the medieval water supply to the city – at the junction of Bore Street and St John Street. There was considerable controversy about whether the tower should be saved – the Lichfield Mercury published a poll of its readers which showed that 66 per cent thought that rate-payers’ money should not be spent on its reconstruction. Mr E.W. Wiseman, the leader of the opposition on the council, was against the site chosen for the rebuilt clock tower – on an island at the back of the bowling green. He said that ‘they might as well rebuild it in Timbuctoo, as the only people who would benefit from its new location would be those on the bowling green, while passing motorists might be able to synchronise their watches’. But in April, local benefactor Sir Richard Cooper offered to pay for the road and the transfer of the clock tower to its present position. (Lichfield Mercury, January 20th 1928)
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1856: On this day, a meeting at the George Hotel declared Richard Greene bankrupt and confirmed the collapse of his bank, Lichfield Bank, in Market Street. The bank had shut its doors on December 31st 1855, much to the dismay of its many customers such as Lichfield Cathedral, the Conduit Lands Trust, the Staffordshire Yeomanry and most of the city’s gentry and tradesmen. In the days when banks could print their own bank notes, as long as they were backed by larger banks, the Lichfield Bank was thrown into disarray when the London firm of Smith, Payne & Smith withdrew their credit facilities. The bankruptcy meeting discovered that one of the bank’s long-serving employees – 73-year-old William Lawton – had, over the years, embezzled the bank to the tune of over £7,000, a massive sum in 1856. Richard Greene, his wife and five children were forced to sell their home, Stowe House, which was sold for £4,860. Their possessions were also sold off and at the age of 56 Greene became a social outcast after being one of the most respected citizens in Lichfield. (Clayton, Howard, Cathedral City, Abbotsford Publishing, 1981)
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1926: On this day, in its editorial, the Lichfield Mercury commented how spelling and punctuation in schools was ‘nearly always overlooked’. The paper opined that ‘Children are taught art, science and music, but the most useful subjects, writing, spelling and dictation, take quite a secondary place’. The editorial went on to put forward the view that of the children leaving school at the age of 15 to seek their fortunes – ‘perhaps as teachers, clerks, servants etc.’ – only a small number would use their knowledge of science, chemistry or drawing, but all of them ‘will require writing, arithmetic and geography’, adding that ‘before free education became available to all children they learned fewer subjects and they had a better grasp of them’, but since then, in its opinion, ‘too many subjects are taught in schools. How depressing it is to see a clerk look in a dictionary to check a spelling or to receive a letter from a friend and find words spelt wrongly.’ The paper’s editorial concluded by saying that a ‘great improvement in spelling and punctuation would occur if more time was devoted to them in the public and private schools of Britain’. (Lichfield Mercury)
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1941: On this day, a Polish airman was fined for assault and causing damage at a city fish and chip shop. Wiltold Szpaczynski, who was serving with the Royal Air Force, was found guilty of drunkenly assaulting Blanche Annie Mullarky of Tamworth Street on New Year’s Eve 1940, and also causing damage to a door and a vinegar bottle. When asked to plead the man said, through an interpreter, that he could not remember committing the assault. Szpaczynski had bought some chips but seemed to believe that the change he had been given was wrong and that he had been cheated. After an argument he was asked to leave the shop, but he refused and threw the chips and a bottle of vinegar at Mr Mullarky. Mrs Mullarky tried to persuade him to go but he proceeded to grab her arm, causing some ‘very bad’ bruises, and kick her – at which point she hit him with a rolling pin and the police were called, but not before he had pulled a door off its hinges. Szpaczynski was fined a total of £1 15s (£1.75). (Lichfield Mercury, January 17th 1941)
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1831: By this day, it was decided that Madame Tussaud’s and Son’s waxwork exhibition would remain for an extra week in Lichfield. The organisers had had many requests for the exhibition to stay longer, due to ‘the unfavourable weather which has prevented families from the country from paying a visit’. The waxworks exhibition, which was situated in Lichfield’s Theatre Royal in Bore Street, was described by the Lichfield Mercury as ‘a splendid novelty’. Admittance cost 1s (5p) for adults and 6d (3p) for children under 8 years old and the exhibition was open each evening from 6.30 p.m. until 10 p.m. The Quadrille Band played a variety of music for visitors to enjoy and, presumably because of the poor weather, the organisers assured potential visitors that ‘a good fire will be kept’. The figures in the exhibition that excited the most interest from the public were those of the infamous murderers Burke and Hare, whose trial in Edinburgh three years before had shocked the nation. Their likenesses, it was pointed out, were modelled from the men’s actual faces. (Lichfield Mercury, January 21st 1831)
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1921: On this day, the deputy mayor appeared before the Lichfield Court, appealing against a decision to fine him for not having a dog licence. Councillor Henry George Hall, a former mayor of the city and a magistrate, had been issued with a fine of 15s (75p) after police had discovered that he had not taken out a licence for his dog. Telling the police he had left his licence in his butcher’s shop in Conduit Street, he took out a licence later that day. As a result the police had reported the matter to the Taxation Committee of the County Council who contacted Councillor Hall and issued the fixed penalty. The County Council had agreed that although the failure to take out the licence was ‘an oversight’ they could not treat him any differently to anyone else who found themselves in a similar position. The appeal was allowed by the Recorder of the Lichfield Court and the penalty was reduced to one of 5s (25p). Dog licences were first introduced in England and Wales as a result of the Customs and Inland Revenue Act of 1869 and were abolished by Parliament in 1987. (Lichfield Mercury, January 21st 1921)
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1818: On this day, ‘a Grand Exhibition of Illusions (and) Ventriloquism’ took place at the Theatre Royal, Lichfield. The show, which also included ‘Mechanical Games’ and ‘Philosophical Recreations’, was performed by Mr Charles, who said that he had ‘the honour to acquaint the [City’s] Nobility and inhabitants’ with the wonders of his show and that ‘every exertion has been made to render the evening’s entertainment pleasant and the theatre comfortable to all visitors’. Tickets for the show, which started at 7 p.m., cost 3s (15p) for a box, 2s (10p) for the pit and 1s (5p) for the gallery and could be obtained at the Mercury Office in Market Street. The theatre, it was stated, was heated by ‘a newly invented process’. Another attraction available to Lichfield folk in the same week was a ‘Ball and Supper’ held at the George Hotel in honour of the queen’s birthday. According to the Mercury the ball attracted a ‘most brilliant assemblage of rank and fashion’ and was attended by ‘most of the noble and respectable families in the neighbourhood’. The ball started at 9 p.m., with dancing from 10 p.m. (Lichfield Mercury, January 23rd 1818)
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1968: On this day, Miss Noele Gordon, television personality and star of the long-running soap opera Crossroads, opened Lichfield’s newest central heating centre – Whiteheat in Tamworth Street. Before the official opening ceremony took place local children were allowed into the shop to collect signed photographs of the television celebrity. In her opening speech Miss Gordon said it was her first visit to Lichfield since she had been the presenter of the ATV programme Lunch Box. She went on to wish the shop a very prosperous future. She was thanked by Mr W.D. Dulson, the regional manager of the National Coal Board (NCB), and Mr Tony White, a managing director of Whiteheat. Miss Gordon was presented with a bouquet of flowers by 7-year-old Susan Tasker, the daughter of the shop’s sales manager, Mr Peter Tasker. At the opening there were forty guests representing the NCB, the gas board, merchants and manufacturers. At a time when many householders were installing central heating for the first time, the Whiteheat showroom was the first of its shops in the Midlands. (Lichfield Mercury, January 26th 1968)
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1988: On this day, Lichfield was hit by arctic conditions as heavy snow fell across the district late on in the day, leaving terrible conditions for commuters to deal with. Traffic queues soon formed between Lichfield and the surrounding villages, with abandoned cars adding to the problems. In Burntwood, police turned back drivers headed for Lichfield because of blocked roads. Fourteen snow ploughs based in Lichfield worked through the night to try and keep roads clear and Lichfield firefighters, called to a house fire in Burntwood, had to move abandoned cars off the road before they could get through. In some places electric cables were brought down by falling trees, leaving Elford, Shenstone and parts of Rugeley without power. Telephones were also affected in some parts after snow got into underground ducts. AA patrols were kept busy as the organisation received over 3,000 calls from stranded motorists and those seeking information about road conditions. Rail travellers faced delays on the Birmingham to Redditch line when falling trees blocked the tracks at Four Oaks. (Lichfield Mercury, January 29th 1988)
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1930: On this day, an inquest was held into the death of a Burntwood woman, 21-year-old Jennie Ross of Blue Ball Row, Chase Road. Her body had been found in a canal in nearby Brownhills and the verdict was ‘death by her own hand’. The coroner severely reprimanded her lover – Albert Victor Champ, aged 26 or 27, of Vincent Parade, Balsall Heath, Birmingham – who had deserted the woman on at least two occasions, the latest being just before the couple’s proposed wedding day. Prior to her disappearance, Jennie Ross had told her father that she was going to drown herself as she, and the rest of her family, believed that she ‘was in a certain condition’ and was planning to marry Champ ‘to save her honour’; however, the post-mortem later found that the she was not pregnant. The police found that Champ was in Birmingham when the death took place but they considered him ‘morally responsible’ for what had occurred. The Coroner said that he had acted ‘most disgracefully to this girl in twice deserting her’ and concluded by telling Champ that he would not be granted any expenses for his trip from Birmingham. (Lichfield Mercury, January 24th 1930)
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1936: On this day, the Mayor of Lichfield, Councillor C.H. Averill, read an announcement outside the Guildhall proclaiming the new king, Edward VIII. The proclamation, made at midday, was greeted by a large crowd which had turned out ‘right loyally’ despite the bitterly cold weather. Before the announcement the flags on the council buildings had been flying at half-mast to mark the death of the former King George V who had died at the age of 70 at Sandringham on the 22nd. After the announcement a fanfare was sounded by a detachment from the North Staffordshire Regiment and the flags were raised to full-mast. The mayor finished with the words ‘God Save the King’ and the National Anthem was sung. Plans were made on this day for the city’s marking of George V’s funeral on January 29th when all Lichfield’s schools would close and most social events would be postponed. Edward VIII would abdicate in December 1936 due to his relationship to Mrs Simpson who, as a divorcee, was considered unsuitable by the government. (Lichfield Mercury, January 24th 1936)
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1969: On this day, Edward Heath, leader of the Conservative Party, visited Lichfield, where he spoke to a packed audience of invited Conservative supporters at the Guildhall. A large crowd gathered outside the historic building for the arrival of Mr Heath, greeting him with cheers. At the meeting the Tory leader said that during the last two years the Conservative Party had experienced a period of political success unequalled by any other, capturing a ‘mass’ of local government seats, adding: ‘people are moving to our cause.’ Mr Heath promised that once in government the Conservatives would change the tax system and get rid of waste, as well as reforming the trade unions and reappraising social services so that people were ‘encouraged to stand on their own feet’. He also promised farmers would be given a chance to expand and everyone would be urged to save. Mr Heath later met the Bishop of Lichfield, the mayor, the sheriff and the town clerk. In the June 1970 General Election, Edward Heath became prime minister when the Tories beat the Labour Party of Harold Wilson. (Lichfield Mercury, January 31st 1969)
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1950: On this day, Ernest Hiskins of Lichfield began the 1,956-mile journey from Glasgow to Monaco as he took part in the Monte Carlo Rally. Mr Hiskins, owner of Midland Auto Electric Co. of Trent Valley Trading Estate, used a 1,265cc Hillman Minx in the rally. The car, the latest model, had an 11hp water-cooled engine, a top speed of 80mph and was fitted with a number of innovative gadgets designed by Mr Hiskins. These included an auxiliary fuel tank, a heater, window washers, map-reading lamps, a thermos-flask holder and special lights under the bonnet to allow work on the engine in darkness. Ernest Hiskins was well known in Britain and on the Continent as a motor car racing enthusiast. During the 1948 International Alpine Rally he made national headlines when his Sunbeam car fell 70ft into a ravine, miraculously escaping uninjured. Hiskins, along with his co-driver Mr A. Gee from Whittington, finished thirteenth in their class at the end of the Monte Carlo Rally and vowed to take part in the race again in the future. (Lichfield Mercury, January 27th 1950)
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1900: On this day, men of the Staffordshire Yeomanry left Lichfield to serve in the Boer War in South Africa. Before they departed the soldiers paraded on Friary Field watched by a large crowd. The Rev. James Gillart, the company chaplain, addressed the men saying: ‘You are going out to do your duty for your country and your God … and you will remember that the path of duty is the path to glory.’ A service at the cathedral followed the parade – the troops processing through the ‘gaily decorated’ streets lined with people cheering and waving flags. At the cathedral the men were addressed by the Bishop of Lichfield, who told them: ‘It is better to die for Queen and country than to live at ease at home.’ A banquet was given in honour of the yeomanry at the Guildhall where sole, turkey, goose, sirloin, pheasant, plum pudding, fruit tarts, stewed fruit and mince pies were served. One hundred and twenty-one men of all ranks left from Lichfield City station at 2 a.m. bound for Liverpool, where they then caught a troopship headed for South Africa. Each soldier was given 1lb of tobacco as he boarded the ship. (Lichfield Mercury, February 2nd 1900)
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1992: On this day, Lichfield’s Friary School celebrated its centenary. It was named after the Franciscan friary that once stood on the site and which had been dissolved in 1538 during the Reformation. The girls’ school had been housed in Yeomanry House in St John St. since its foundation in 1892, but in 1921 Sir Richard Cooper presented the friary estate and buildings to the City of Lichfield and the school moved onto the site. The school was extended in 1926 and Lichfield Girls’ High School became the Friary School. The new school’s crest displayed the eagle of Mercia, the cross and chevrons of the City of Lichfield and three doves to represent the connection with the Greyfriars. In 1971 the school became a mixed comprehensive and in 1973 a new site was opened – Friary Grange – in the north of the city. The transition was overseen by Miss K.C.M. Gent, who had been headmistress since 1945 and who retired with the coming of the new school. In 1987 the school left the old friary building completely and today the Public Library and Records Office is housed there. (Bird, Jean, Hyacinths and Haricot Beans, The Lichfield Press, 1995)
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1916: On this day, the Lichfield Mercury reported on the most serious measles epidemic to hit the city in fifty years. The epidemic had caused all of Lichfield’s schools to be closed for two weeks and hospitals were being used to isolate infected people in an attempt to halt the spread of the disease, the Mercury noting that: ‘It is quite impossible to isolate cases in the houses of the working classes and to prevent the inter communication between inhabitants of infected houses.’ The Medical Officer for the area and the local nursing staff found it impossible to keep up with the number of cases being reported to the authorities – two schools alone reported thirty-four cases in one day. Altogether there were more than 350 measles cases identified in the city and, in the entire district, some sixteen deaths were attributed to the disease, mainly as a result of people subsequently developing bronchitis or pneumonia. The Medical Officer admitted that ‘the disease had made such enormous progress, in all quarters, it is practically useless to try and stop it’. (Lichfield Mercury)
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1940: On this day, wartime blackout measures were said to blame for the deaths of two railway employees killed near Lichfield City station. Thirty-six-year-old Horace Downes of 56 Chesterfield Terrace and 55-year-old Charles Taylor, a lodger at 22 Stowe Street, were killed while working on points 100yd from the station platform on the Birmingham side. In the dark they failed to notice the approach of the 4.54 a.m. train from Monument Lane and it hit both men, causing severe injuries and instantaneous death. Mr Downes was well known in the city and ‘was a popular member of the Lichfield Company of the Territorial Army for thirteen years’. People were asked to take greater care and take no chances and ‘look out in the blackout’. They were also urged not to step off kerbs without looking both ways and to use torches remembering to shine them on to the ground so as not to dazzle motorists. During the previous December over 1,200 people in Britain had died as a result of blacked-out streets and motor vehicles. (Lichfield Mercury, February 2nd 1940)
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1935: On this day, a dinner was held at the Malt Shovel in Market Square for the drivers and proprietors of motor coaches, or charabancs as they were commonly known. Seventy-two people from all over the Midlands were there for the dinner, which had been organised by the inn’s landlord Mr Wilkinson. Lichfield benefited greatly from charabancs bringing day-trippers to Lichfield, particularly in the summer months, and this contribution to the city’s tourist trade was acknowledged by the presence of a number of local aldermen and councillors. The City of Lichfield was toasted by Councillor Davies who, in a speech, extolled the virtues of Lichfield as a place for tourists to visit, with its cathedral, the Johnson birthplace, the Garden of Remembrance and, ‘of course’, the Bower celebrations on every Whit Monday. The only problem that existed with Lichfield, according to Councillor Collins, who also made a speech, was with the Market Square – the place where charabancs unloaded and picked up, and where the cobble stone surface sometimes ‘caused problems for ladies wearing high heeled shoes’. (Lichfield Mercury, February 1st 1935)
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1879: On this day, the Lichfield Mercury reflected on the harsh winter the city had been suffering. It blamed the Gulf Stream for the poor weather and said that it had ‘taken a severe cold from some cause or other more or less connected to the North Pole’. The paper went on to say that it would have to look further and further back in history to find its parallel’ and 1818 was discussed as ‘the nearest prototype’, although the winter weather was even compared to that of 1684–85 – ‘the great frost’. The cold winter was taking a toll on birds, with robins and sparrows being found dead in the streets of Lichfield, victims of starvation due to them being unable to get at ‘their customary food source’. The newspaper reported, however, that there were many ‘kindly-hearted people’ who had been feeding the birds throughout the winter and had, in doing so, attracted many unusual birds into their gardens. ‘Titmice, blackbirds, thrushes and even fieldfares had been rendered bold by the greatness of their need,’ reported the Mercury, which said that the weather throughout Europe had been even worse, causing migrating birds such as Brent geese to be spotted in some places. (Lichfield Mercury)
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1901: On this day, the Lichfield Mercury reported on the death of Queen Victoria and gave details of the funeral arrangements that had been made. The paper, whose columns were bordered in black, also informed its readers of the way in which the queen was going to be remembered in Lichfield, with a memorial service at the cathedral and a special meeting of the city council where a ‘vote of condolence would be passed’. According to the Mercury of February 8th, when a special supplement was produced, the day of Victoria’s funeral was one of ‘reverend, deep and profound homage’ in Lichfield for a monarch who ‘had been loved by all classes of her sorrowing subjects’. The bells of the cathedral tolled as did those of all the churches in the city. Shops did not open, public houses closed and the blinds and curtains in people’s homes remained drawn. In the Mercury a large drawing of the queen, who had reigned since 1837, was printed, as were the portraits of the new king and his wife – Edward VII and Queen Alexandra. (Lichfield Mercury)




[image: ]

1939: On this day, Lichfield’s Lido cinema began showing the latest Hollywood blockbuster: The Adventures of Robin Hood. In an advertisement, the film was described by the Lido’s management as ‘History’s greatest adventure – Lichfield’s greatest event’. The movie, which had a ‘U’ certificate and starred Errol Flynn, would be shown for six days and was promoted as being ‘photographed throughout in natural Technicolor’, with the advert going on to say that Flynn was ‘handsome, young and adventurous – the perfect Robin Hood’. The film also starred Olivia de Havilland as Maid Marion and Basil Rathbone as Sir Guy of Gisbourne. The event gave an opportunity for other Lichfield traders to get in on the act. In an advert for the Robin Hood pub in St John Street, for example, it was described as ‘Lichfield’s most modern licensed premises’ and suggested that filmgoers might want to call in after seeing the film. Garratt’s bakery claimed that its ‘Nottingham Earls’ cakes containing ‘a light sponge mixture and fruit and nuts’ were ‘reminiscent of the days of Robin Hood’. The Adventures of Robin Hood was very successful in the city, with ‘phenomenal crowds’ attending all showings of the film. (Lichfield Mercury, January 27th 1939, February 3rd 1939)
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