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Extracts from the book “JIM WHITEHOUSE - A STAFFORDSHIRE BASKETMAKER”
by C.J. (Jake) WHITEHOUSE, 1972

(This book is a photocopied typescript, simply bound with adhesive, between stiff covers).
Extract 1:  pages 2 to 4
WHY?

It was my good fortune to have parents who would talk to me, often and on many subjects.  It was also fortunate that I liked to listen to their memories of old time, old places, and of folk long gone.

As a teacher, I have come to know how rarely these days a child is told anything about his ancestors, even supposing his parents know or care about them.  I also know that many children - adults too - very seldom listen to anything: not to listen and digest, anyway.  They are usually bored stiff, or just waiting to get their own two-penn’orth in.

I did not understand, when my parents talked to me, that as folk get older they often have the urge to pass on something of their lore and experience to a younger person, preferably one of their own family.  I suppose as one gets over the top of the hill and on the downward path, it becomes necessary for one to hope that somebody will remember you when you have gone.

From my grandparents I had no direct information, since I did not really know them.  My grandmother died before I was born, and I have only one memory of grandfather, that of an old, bearded man with thick-veined hands, in bed in a small and cheerless room with a bare board floor.  I remember he spoke, but what he said is lost to me.  I now know that this must have been late 1933 or early 1934, when he was living with Nell and Nancy, his daughters, on one of a row of mean houses in Wolverhampton Street, Walsall.  He died shortly afterwards.

So, it was from my father that the stories came.  My mother was even more forthcoming about the Everton side of the family, but in this account I am not concerned with them.
Over the years, certain facts emerged.  My father’s grandfather had been a basketmaker, he had lived at Calf Heath, his name was Jim.  There were other small points of fact or surmise which I will weave into the tale later, but the point is that my father had never seen his grandfather, and such tales as he passed on to me he had heard from his father.

I now wish, of course, that I had asked many more questions, and had begun my research much earlier.  Further facts would certainly have emerged, and I’m sure my father would have shown extreme interest.  Still, his interest lives on in me, and I sometimes feel that I’m being urged into genealogy by my folk now gone, or perhaps I’m just taking refuge in the past, since at times the 1970s seem to be a bit too much to me.

So, armed with a few basic facts about my great grandfather, I set out to discover more.  I suppose I chose him because he was the earliest male ancestor of whom I’d heard by word of mouth, and because it appears that he was a strong and independent character who stands out of the family history like the Wrekin on a clear day.

I don’t dare to presume that he would have approved of my research, or of me.  I’m sure he wouldn’t.  It would have been a good thing to have known him, though:  and I think I have come a little way towards this over the past year.

Extract 2:  pages 14 to 15
In 1840, the Church decided to alter the ancient method of paying tithes to a new system whereby money would be paid directly by the larger landowners of a parish.  To do this, each parish had to be accurately mapped, in most cases for the first time, and the exact location and ownership of all land and buildings established.

The 1841 Tithe Commutation map for Wyrley, with its accompanying roll of owners and occupiers, clearly shows a James Whitehouse as renting a house and garden (numbered 71 on the map) about 1000 yards South of the centre of Wyrley Bank.  On a modern inch to the mile map, the reference is 977062 (Sheet 119).
The property was owned by the Duke of Sutherland, who sold much of his land for coal-mining.  The Sutherlands, living at Lillieshall Hall, were formerly the Levesons, a very old Staffordshire family.

The cottage is no longer in existence, and a six-inch map of 1900 does not show it, but indicates a slag mound.  This too has disappeared, probably during the post-war open-cast mining.

Very probably, James and Susannah would move when mining operations started.  However, with a little imagination, it is not difficult to sense a little of the atmosphere of former days.  The place is still isolated, as it was in 1841.  No other house is near.  From the nearest farm, a crooked lane winds across to where the cottage stood.  A belt of trees and a small stream are nearby:  across the field is a marshy tract where osiers might have grown.  Nearby to the West lies the canal embankment.  This stretch of canal, leading to the Nook colliery, was not dug until later in the 19th Century.  There is much evidence of coal-working within a few hundred yards.

I certainly sensed a great familiarity as I first walked down the overgrown lane towards the site of the cottage, and wondered if the constant journeyings of my direct ancestors on this little-used track over the years had triggered off some old race-memory.

THE MOVE TO HORSEBROOK
I cannot be absolutely sure about the next phase of my great-grandfather’s life.  I believe the family moved from Cheslyn Hay to Horsebrook, near Brewood.  This I base on the evidence that his next two children were born at Brewood, and at least one was baptised there.  I had considered that Susannah might have gone to her own family at Stretton, near Brewood, to have these children, but I think this is unlikely, since her previous five children were all born at Cheslyn Hay and baptised at Cannock.  I have been unable to find any evidence of the next child, Sarah, being a Whitehouse at all.  There is no record of the baptism of a Sarah Whitehouse at Cannock, Brewood or Stretton.  The Registrars of Cannock and Wolverhampton cannot find a Sarah Whitehouse between the years 1841-46.

However, at St Mary’s Brewood, there is recorded the baptism of a Sarah Henshaw during the period.  Can it be that James and Susannah took in the daughter of a near relative and brought her up as one of their own ?  There may be other explanations, but I think this is the correct one.

The next child, Daniel, was born at Horsebrook in 1846, and baptised at St Mary’s Brewood.

THE FAMILY AT FOUR CROSSES
There is now another blank until the next Census in 1851, when we find the family living at Four Cross, Hatherton.  It is extraordinary how the locale of the family shifts up and down Watling Street, or Street Road, as they called it then.  Cheslyn Hay, Four Crosses, Stretton, Horsebrook - all on or near this old Roman road.  It is interesting to note that my mother’s parents also lived at Royals Farm near Four Crosses during the 1880s, and that her grandparents, the Jakemans, lived at Drayton Bassett, quite close to where Watling Street enters Staffordshire.

Extract 3: page 17 line 3 to page 18 line 4
[This extract refers to an attempt to find precisely where the family lived at the time of the 1851 census, which shows them at Four Crosses]
The Census sheet is for “Hatherton - village of Four Crosses” though my father always said that Jim had lived at Calf Heath, in a cottage “standing by itself in the fields,”  This description has helped to narrow down the search for the exact location.  The village of Four Crosses lies roughly East and West along Watling Street, with the Four Crosses Inn as its centre.  Calf Heath lies to the South and West of Four Crosses.

It seems to follow that a family whose official address was Four Crosses, but whose real address was Calf Heath, must have lived close to the border of both areas.  Until recently, I was sure that a cottage, now demolished, in Woodlands Lane was the one.  A brick-built stable or workshop still exists there, and a canal feeder runs nearby - this could have been used for soaking osiers.

However, a recent talk with Mr Nichols of Hatherton has made me uncertain of my choice.  Mr Nichols is ninety, and though he obviously does not remember my great-great grandfather, he considered and rejected my ideas about the cottage in Woodlands Lane.  It is his recollection that Jim lived in a cottage long since pulled down, on the left down Vicarage Road.  He recalled it as a single-storey building facing the wood, and having a narrow strip of land running along the side of the lane.  This is probably the correct site.  It can be more properly described as Calf Heath than Four Crosses, in Victorian times it would be a rather isolated spot, and it is quite near the parish boundary.
Extract 4:  page 20 last line to page 21 line 13
[This extract refers to Jim’s life as a widower at around 1871, after all his children had left home except Joseph, whom the census shows as aged 15.  It also shows a mysterious Esther Whitehouse aged 18, a grand-daughter born in Bilston, not previously known to exist.]
Fragments of this portion of Jim’s life came to me from my father, who heard them from Joseph, his father.

As the story was told to me, Jim would harness up his white donkey, load the cart with baskets, and set out for Wolverhampton.  Joseph, just a lad, would be left completely alone.  His father would often stay away overnight.  Joseph would have little to eat except skimmed milk from the nearest farm, and fish which he caught in a pool, called the “tail-hole”, which I have not been able to identify.

After somewhat of a debauch. Jim would return, bringing with him a woman to act as housekeeper.  If one is to believe this tale, there was a succession of these.  Presumably, the lonely cottage was a poor exchange for the bright lights of Wolverhampton.

Extract 5:  page 22 lines 8 to end

My grandfather Joseph told my father that it was Jim’s habit to frequent the local pub.  I always assumed this to be the Four Crosses, but later events suggest that it was more probably the Green Dragon, once opposite the Four Crosses, but now demolished.  There he would entertain the company with his concertina.  On one occasion, being displeased with a voluble newcomer who was holding forth on the virtues of his dog, Jim is recorded as saying “My dog shall fight the red dog, and I shall fight the red dog’s master !”

This is the only fragment of my great-grandfather’s talk which has come down to me, but it is rather revealing.  He must have been well over sixty at the time for the incident to be remembered by Joseph, and it indicates his courage - aggression, if you like - independence of spirit, and an inability to suffer fools gladly.

I gather that neither red dog nor mouthy master came up to scratch.

