WILLENHALL HERITAGE TRAIL

‘Looking through the Keyhole’
Willenhall Heritage Trail links the
Town centre to Willenhall Memorial
Park and Fibbersley Nature Reserve.
The walk is a celebration of Willenhall’s rich industrial
heritage, famous people and places - a walk through time.
The steering groups wanted to not only celebrate the world
famous Lock and Key industries, but dig deeper into its past
and rejoice in the town’s history right back to its Anglo Saxon
origins.
Willenhall has a fascinating history. It’s one of the few Black
Country towns that retains so much of its original Georgian,
Edwardian and Victorian buildings.
Since the 17th century Willenhall has been the centre of a
thriving trade in the production of locks and keys. It developed
here because of the large deposits of iron ore and limestone.
As well as this rich industrial heritage, Willenhall has fantastic
green spaces which surround the town and are a pleasure to
discover. The Market Place is a centrepiece of the town, with a
market operating on Wednesdays, Fridays and Saturdays.

The Heritage trail consists of a number
of large plaques which you will find set
into the pavement. There are also a
number of smaller ‘key’ plaques along
the way.
Follow them and discover Willenhall’s
splendid heritage.
The walk may be undertaken as one continuous loop or a
series of smaller walks. Follow the map and discover the
plaques. You can go at your own pace, deciding the direction
you wish to take and the most convenient place to start and
finish.

Sculptural Plaques.
1. James Carpenter and
John Young.
In around 1830 James Carpenter and John Young
designed a door rim-lock with a perpendicular
action which led to the development of the modern
mortice lock. Carpenter’s lock became known as the
lift up lock and he named it number ‘60’. James
Carpenter was born in 1775 and was an ardent
church goer at the Wesleyan Methodist church.
He died in 1844 aged 68 and is buried in a vault
on the east side of Union Street Methodist church.
‘The Albert lock’ by Carpenter and Tildesley.
Made for the Great Exhibition of 1851.

After his death, Carpenter’s son John Carpenter
took over the company with James Tildesley,
a local locksmith who had married James Carpenter’s daughter Harriet. Originally
based on New Road and known as ‘Summerford Works’ the company became known
as Carpenter and Tildesley. In 1870 James Tildesley (now the sole owner of the
company) patented a new type of rim lock, called number 2440. The main feature of
this new lock was that it was double-handed. The company was extremely successful
and exported locks as far afield as Australia.

2. Willanhalch Anglo Saxon
Town origins.
Willenhall is an ancient settlement with its origins as an early Saxon community.
The first record of Willenhall is in an 8th century treaty, where it is referred to as
Willenhalch. The Market Place would have probably always been on this site, with
the narrow entries of Angel Passage and Bell Alley used to drive animals down to
sell at the Market.

3. Angel Passage & the Unionist building.
The narrow alley connecting Upper Lichfield Street with the Market Place takes its
name from the Angel Hotel which for many years stood at the junction with Market
Place. It was demolished in about 1930 to make way for Willenhall Gas Company’s new
office and this site is now a newsagents shop. Many of the small alleyways and
passages gave access to the rear yards and gardens of the buildings in Market Place.
Small factories and workshops were squeezed in to these backyards as the lock industry
expanded. Prior to 1850 most lock making would have been based in such locations.

4. The Bell Inn and
‘The Great Fire of
Willenhall’.
On the night of April 9th 1659 Willenhall
was laid to waste by a great fire. In the
space of just 1 hour between 11.00pm
and midnight the town centre was
destroyed and many of the residents
were left homeless. Although some of
the Bell Public Inn was destroyed by
fire, part of the original building still
remains, making it one of the oldest
buildings in Walsall.

5. Number 33 Market Place.
Number 33 is a large Georgian house which was occupied by the Clemson family
in the 1800s. John Clemson was a wealthy miller and maltster whose work place
was next door to Number 33 (now a shop.) The malthouse was later turned into
a Boarding Day school. Railed with its own courtyard, this has to be Willenhall’s finest
18th century building.

6. Dr Joseph Tonks
1855 - 1891
This famous memorial clock
commemorates a local man who
dedicated his short life to helping
the poor in Willenhall. He trained
at Queen’s College in Birmingham,
becoming a surgeon in 1879.
However he decided to stay
and treat the poor in Willenhall,
charging just sixpence a visit.
Sadly on August 29th 1888 Dr Tonks was involved in an unusual accident which
eventually resulted in his untimely death. At the Willenhall Horticultural Show
he was invited to go up in a hot air balloon. The balloon however caught on
chimneystacks resulting in the occupants being injured. Dr Tonks was incapacitated
for some time, however this did not stop him recovering the body of a child who
had drowned in a local pool. The Doctor’s wounds became infected from the dirty
water, which caused his condition to deteriorate. On Thursday May 2nd 1891 he
passed away. The memorial clock and drinking fountain was erected by local
Friendly Societies and members of the public in memory of the good doctor’s
service. It was inaugurated on May 10th 1892.

7. Cross Street.
This street used to be the main road through Willenhall. A major coaching house
‘The Old Lion hotel’ provided an important stopping off place for travellers. Cross
Street has always been an important trading area. Near to here we have the River
Tame, which would have been a key reason for the Anglo Saxon settlement. The
Tame River runs largely under Willenhall now but can be seen by the Sikh temple
on Walsall Road or at Summerford Works.

8. Dr Richard Wilkes 1690 - 1760
Richard Wilkes was born on 16th March 1690 and later played an important role in
the life of the town and church. He studied at St John’s College, Cambridge, where
he obtained a BA. and MA. Around 1720 he returned
to Willenhall and began to practice as a Doctor,
despite not being qualified! He became interested
in the properties of local springs in Willenhall
and their medicinal qualities and conducted
many experiments investigating what their
healing powers might be.
Willenhall Library is located on the site of
Dr Wilkes’ mansion ‘The Old Hall’ which was
demolished around 1934 to make way for the
Town Hall.

9. WH Tildesleys Ltd.
WH Tildesley has been operating in Willenhall for over 130 years. The company was
founded in 1874 by William Horace Tildesley and is still family owned and run by the
fourth generation John Tildesley. They started making parts for the transport industry,
then grooming tools such as curry combs, progressing into parts for locks. The First
World War saw them switching to mass manufacturing of horse shoe blanks.
WH Tildesley are currently investing £1 million on plant and buildings, continuing their
long commitment to Willenhall. Further information can be found at www.whtildesley.com

10. Dale House.
This house has been the home for
many generations of the Hinks family local Yeoman farmers who developed
business in malting. The house was
built in 1750 by Thomas Hinks (1715 1777), aprosperous maltster.

11. Dale Cinema.
Now a public house called ‘The Malthouse’, this building was originally a cinema.
The first cinema on this site, the ‘Coliseum’, was converted from the original malthouse
which was built for the Hinks family and formed part of the Dale House estate.
The Dale cinema opened in 1914 on the eve of the First World War and operated until
30th Dec 1967.

12. Toll House,
New Road.
Tolls were collected to help pay for the
repair and construction of roads. The Toll
House on New Road was built around
1818. The ‘turnpike road’ was built to bypass
the town to help alleviate traffic, with each
user paying a fee to go on the road and the
money being collected at the Tollhouse.

13. The Locksmith’s house, Hodson’s locks and
the Hodson shop.
The Hodson family were renowned lock-makers, producing goods which went all over
the world. The house and workshops were built in the 1840s while the interiors of
the house date back to circa 1905. The business of Richard Hodson and Son was
established in 1792.
In the 1920s sisters Edith and Flora decided to
turn the front room of the house into a general
fancy drapers, specialising in women’s and
children’s clothes, soft furnishings, toiletries,
beauty products, and haberdashery.
Their brother Edgar continued to run the lock
making business in the courtyard behind the
house.The house and workshops are now the Lock
Museum managed by the Black Country Living
Museum. Further information can be found at
www.bclm.co.uk

Willenhall Heritage Trail has been created by local artists
Julie Edwards and Ron Thompson of ‘Planet Art’ with the
conception, research and design development coming from
local school students:Pool Hayes Arts and Community College, St Giles CE Primary
School and Fibbersley Park Primary School, as well as local
historians and community groups.
The project has been managed by Walsall Council, with
funding provided by developer contributions, the Council’s
Greenspace Services and the Willenhall Townscape Heritage
Initiative, which is funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund and
VIEW (Visionary Investment Enhancing Walsall)

www.willenhallhistory.co.uk/trail

DESIGN: SPACEMAN DESIGN 07909 827838

www.planetartsculpture.co.uk
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