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Preface 2003

When  21st century Students are asked to produce a dissertation as part of a University
degree they are able to conduct their research in Hi-tech libraries, interview with the help of
tape recorders or  cam-corders and “surf the net” for their information. They are able to
produce professional documents with the aid of word processors, colour printers and even
bookbinders or launch their own web-site on the internet. Things were rather different 45
years ago.

As a trainee teacher at ‘Cartrefle’ Training College Wrexham; specialising in Religious
Education, I was instructed to produce a “Thesis” consisting of “at least 100 pages of my
own work” on an “appropriate topic”. To help with this task our Tutor showed us a sample
of the former year’s work. Topics ranged from “The Missionary adventures of St. Paul”,
“Women of the Old Testament”, or “The lesser known Saints of England and Wales”.

My attention however was drawn to one entitled “The History of St. David’s Cathe-
dral”, produced by a student who worshipped there. If she could write about her home
church why couldn’t I write about mine?

I was told my suggestion was ‘a little unusual’ but I was determined to have a go. One
of my most treasured possessions was a Sunday School prize which had belonged to my
aunt, who had tragically died as a teenager. It was entitled “Bilston Wesleyan Methodism –
notes on its origin and progress” – by John Freeman, written in 1923.

Armed with this book, the loan of church and Sunday school minute books, informa-
tion from the minister, church stewards and especially Mr. Howard Cox – Sunday School
Treasurer, Church Steward and nephew of John Freeman – I set to work.

When the research was complete it was necessary to take photographs in (black and
white of course) using a Box Brownie, collect newspaper cuttings and horror of horrors cut
out some illustrations from my precious book- there being no photo-copier available.

The manuscript could be typed or hand-written. Since there was only one college
typewriter it was in great demand. I did not possess my own typewriter and anyway was only
able to type using one finger. There was only one thing to do –write it by hand.

In order to make it a bit special I decided to write it in my own individual italic script.
This proved to be a slow and frustrating task –a spelling mistake or blot meant the whole
page had to be re-written – Tippex had yet to be invented!

Eighteen months later the ‘Thesis’ “The Story of Bilston Wesley” was complete and
sent to the University of Wales for marking towards my final certificate.

Fortunately, it received a special merit and my tutor asked to loan it as a sample for the
following year’s students. I like to think it may have inspired others to tell the story of their
home churches.

That was 1959, since then the information has been used in Sunday School, Ladies’
meetings and in Church services as well as being loaned by other students in schools and
colleges for their projects. Many times folk have suggested it should be printed –but how?

In 2003 with Bilston part of the Millennium City of Wolverhampton we celebrate 180
years of Methodist witness on the Swan Bank Site so I decided to amend the manuscript and
update the story to 1963, when Bilston “Wesley” joined with Bilston High Street to become
Bilston Methodist Church.

I am still “techno-phobic” but with a lot of help and a good deal of patience from my
husband Harold – not to mention word processors, photo-copiers and the like – this little
book has finally been re-produced, hope you enjoy it.

Iris A. Dale - November 2003.
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Preface from Original Thesis

In South Staffordshire, almost three miles from Wolverhampton stands a small, indus-
trial town of Bilston. Though small in size, Bilston has had an important part to play in the
history of the Black Country and ultimately in that of Great Britian.

For it was there that the ‘Father of the iron trade’, Iron-mad John Wilkinson first
discovered that an iron boat would float and it was there that Sir Henry Newbolt, the poet
was born. It was there too, in November 1745 that John Wesley first preached to a very
boisterous crowd and the first Methodists in the town were converted.

The coming of Methodism to Bilston had a great effect on the town and its inhabitants
socially, educationally and spiritually. They began to realise the equality of mankind in
God’s eyes, they began to heal the sick and care for the aged. Schools were built and the poor
received an education that had never been possible before.

Their faith was simple, for the early Methodists in Bilston were simple folk but their
complete trust in God and their belief in the power of prayer built the foundations of our
church. It is to them this is dedicated. They are the fathers of our church and we their children
would progress in the heritage we have gained from them, to so effect our town and country
that all men may ultimately come to love and serve God through the knowledge of Jesus
Christ, our Lord and Master.

We would join with all members of our church and with Joseph Hart in saying:

“This, this is the God we adore
Our Faithful, unchangeable Friend,
Whose love is as great as His power
And neither knows measure or end.

T’is Jesus the first and the last,
Whose Spirit shall guide us safe home
We’ll praise Him for all that is past
And trust Him for all that’s to come”

Iris A. Cox -  January 1959
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Chapter 1  In the Beginning.

Bilston Methodism began nearly eighty years before the first Swan Bank Church was
built in 1823. The first recorded visit of John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, was in
1745. The following is an extract from his journal dated November 9th 1745 –

“it was exceedingly dark when we rode through Bilstone.
However, we did not  stick fast until we came to

Wednesbury town end. Several coming with candles,
I got out of the quagmire; and leaving them to disengage my

horse,
walked to  Francis Ward’s and preached from:

Fear not ye, for I know that ye seek Him that was crucified”

He would have travelled from Penkridge to Wolverhampton and entered Bilston via
Wolverhampton Street – then known as ‘Shift End’. Riding down High Street and Church
Street, across Swan Bank he would turn down Bridge Street (then called ‘The Old Road’).
He would then cross the brook on the north side of St. Mary’s church and follow the Old
road, curving towards Darlaston which would lead him into Dangerfield Lane and so on to
Wednesbury where his horse ‘stuck fast’

At the time that John Wesley visited Bilston there was a population of only 3,000.
These were mostly farm workers as the town at this time was surrounded by cornfields and
meadows and there were several farm houses within the town. A few of the men worked in
the mines or quarries or made glass, pottery, buckles or locks. This was before the industrial
revolution changed the face of the area. There was, as far as we know only one place of
worship in the town and that was the parish church of St Leonard. There had been a church
on the same site since 969. There were two distinct classes of people – the rich land-owners
and the poor farm labourers. Sadly, it was only the rich who were able to worship in the
church.

Shortly after Wesley’s first visit several houses were opened up for Methodist meet-
ings. Two early converts were Stephen Hipkiss, a miner and Samuel Ferriday whose old
half-timbered house was situated in Market Street opposite the Pype Hall. A frequent visitor
to this house was John Wesley’s friend Francis Ward of Wednesbury who helped to “fan the
Methodist fire” in Bilston. Meetings were also held in Peggy Taylor’s home in ‘Hangman’s
Row’ (later Warwick Street) and in that of Mr. Homer, the enameller of Homer’s Fold.

John Wesley visited the town on many times after this, especially in 1767 and 1768
when he was himself a minister in the Staffordshire Circuit, to which Bilston belonged. On
many occasions he was badly treated by mobs throughout the Black Country. Bilston was
no exception. John Wesley was however a man of great faith and courage with immense love
for his fellows. One morning in 1770 while they were holding a meeting in Samuel
Ferriday’s house a crowd of drunkards gathered in the street and began to shout and to sing
in order to drown the sound of the hymns. They threw stones at the windows and two of John
Wesley’s friends were injured. They called again and again for “the preacher”. Mr. Wesley
appeared at the door and a hefty man, a bull-baiter, stepped forward with an uplifted stick.
Wesley said quite calmly “If I have done thee any harm, strike man” the man could not and
tradition has it that these ruffians were so impressed that they immediately became followers
of John Wesley and the bull-baiter became his Champion.
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During the next 20 years John Wesley came to Bilston on many occasions. The little
society was well organised with its own local preachers, class leaders and stewards, whose
names we do not know. We only know that they were a body of simple but loyal folk, warm
hearted and diligent, who read the Scriptures and who were happiest when meeting each
other for prayer and fellowship. John  Freeman wrote of them “ you feel at once that they
had touched some Eternal reality”

These early Bilston Methodists suffered much from the Anglicans of the town and from
the local clergy. They were very much rejected but their faith rarely wavered and they never
forgot their acceptance of Jesus Christ as their Lord and Saviour. They grew in numbers and
it soon became apparent that a Chapel was necessary. The people were poor and could not
afford to build one. So for nearly forty years the members of this homeless church had shared
their testimony with the people they met every day, in the open air and in various homes
were they met in fellowship.

One of these early Methodists was Peggy Taylor, of whom it has been said – “she was
a woman who was too poor to buy sugar but she was uncommonly strong in faith and
humour, two qualities always essential in a pioneer”. The Bilston Methodists were also very
fortunate in their friend Miss Anne Loxdale who was the second daughter of Thomas and
Hannah Loxdale. She had been christened in Shrewsbury on 1st October 1755 and the family
later moved to Bilston. She had been converted by John Wesley himself while still young,
although her parents and relations, who were  wealthy and devout Anglicans all declared that
she was mad. These two very different ladies worked closely together. With others they met
at Peggy’s house for a cup of tea to plan how to provide a Meeting House. At that time tea
cost 8/- a pound and sugar almost as much. Peggy confessed she had no sugar but offered
her guests a lump of “penny an ounce” from the bottles of sweets she sold from her front
window. In 1794 Miss Loxdale gave a piece of land in Temple Street to the society on which
to build a chapel. This chapel was for many years known as ‘Loxdale’s chapel’. It was built
with bricks taken from an old demolished engine house. A gallery was built to seat the choir
for the tradition that “Methodism was born in song” was very true with the first Bilston
Methodists.

The day of the opening of the chapel was a great day for Bilston. The opening sermon
was preached by the Reverend Joseph Benson; the Methodist scholar and commentator. Mrs
Fanny Brooke was converted at this service making this a great day for Bilston’s welfare for
it was there in 1797 that she founded the town’s first Sunday School in her home in Church
Street. Her small son James, then only four years of age was also at the service. He later
became an eminent Methodist Minister and lived for more than 90 years. This is how John
Freeman described the chapel:

“The Chapel was a small building with an open roof, supported by plain cross-
beams. At the entrance end was a gallery with no front protection, which led to the
whimsical sight of men sitting on the gallery floor while their legs dangled over the
lower congregation. The simplicity of construction was emphasised by the fact that
access to the gallery was gained by an ordinary ladder; The Circuit Ministers always
travelled in the saddle, and accommodation had to be found for the shelter and feeding
of their horses. This was done by partitioning off with boards a space in the Chapel;
and it was quite usual for the sermon and prayers to be punctuated by the tinkle of a
chain, and other stable noises.”

The opening of this chapel however not only affected Methodism in Bilston but
ultimately further afield. One of the dedication services was taken by Dr. Thomas Coke who
like John and Charles Wesley was a clergyman of the Church of England. He had visited
America on several occasions working with Francis Astbury – who was born in Great Barr.
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On one of these journeys there were very rough seas and they were at sea for 13 weeks.
In a very severe storm the ship had to shelter in the West Indies. On Christmas day 1786 Dr.
Coke landed in Antigua with three young missionaries. He preached to two thousand Negro
slaves and this way the Wesleyan Foreign Missionary Society was founded, later known as
the Methodist Missionary Society. At Bilston he preached on winning the world for Christ
and found in Miss Loxdale a kindred spirit for missionary work. He paid many more visits
to Bilston and ultimately married Anne Loxdale in 1811. Their zeal for missionary work
grew but sadly Anne died shortly before their first wedding anniversary.

Although the Methodists now had their own chapel they did not administer their own
sacraments. The Bilston Methodists attended the parish church for communion but some of
them were refused permission to take communion at St. Leonard’s and had to walk two or
three miles to Wednesbury or Darlaston to receive sacraments.

In 1798 the little Sunday School begun in Mrs. Brooke’s kitchen grew rapidly and was
moved into the chapel and more teachers recruited.

The Methodist society grew and the little chapel in Temple Street was always filled.
Sometimes folk had to be turned away from the public services. Prayer meetings, class
meetings and other activities took place regularly. No lease was made for the chapel until
1801 but this was pre-dated 1784 and was to run for 999 years. Unfortunately when the
original trustees died they were not replaced.

By 1812 more accommodation was pressingly needed and it was decided to provide
seventy more seats in the chapel by inserting side galleries and a special pew for singers. A
stirring revival had taken place in the locality in 1815 led by a lay preacher called Spink and
this had led to a further growth in the society. In 1822 it was decided to build another chapel
in Brook Street, there was much opposition to this plan. Although some bricks had already
been laid the owner of the land was horrified to discover that his agents had agreed to sell to
Methodists and immediately withdrew the sale,

The Swan Bank site came on the market and they wanted to buy it. The price however
was £2,000 and this seemed an impossible amount. Eventually they decided to put in an offer
but were now dismayed to find that the price had risen to £3,000. Members of the parish
church of St. Leonard’s also wanted to buy the land to build another church and they asked
for a grant of money to buy it. They were allowed by parliament to charge a rate of 1/- in the
pound on the town of Bilston for five years in order to raise the money required.

The Methodists did not give up; they knew that there was a great need for another place
of worship. At that time drunkenness was rife, public houses were kept open all night and
licences could be obtained for the asking. There were very few schools and the only good
influences upon the poor folk came through the church and Sunday school. Homes were in
a terrible condition, manners were rough and sports were cruel and demoralising.

Cock fighting, dog fighting and bear baiting made sickening and barbarous exhibitions.
These so called sports were supported by all classes including the gentry and even some of
the local clergy. A popular spot for cock fighting was on Swan Bank and the name of local
places such as Fighting Cocks, the Bull ring and Bull stake are unpleasant reminders of the
past. These facts profoundly moved the hearts of the early Bilston Methodists and deter-
mined them to go forward in Christian enterprise despite all opposition.
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Chapter 2 The New Chapel on Swan Bank

Eventually it was decided that the Methodists should buy the Swan Bank site. In 1823
the following men were appointed trustees:

Messers –James Broad, John Bate Joseph Fletcher, R.Sutton, Charles Holland
William Stewart, B. Hill, James Bagnall.

The property consisted of the “Crown and Anchor” hotel, which was at that time
known of as “Jokey Perry’s Hall” and was occupied by the Loxdale family. The hall, the
bowling green and the shrubbery, and 7,674 square yards of ground with stables and
outbuildings became the property of the Bilston Methodists. The price paid to Mr Thomas
Loxdale was £1,310 and the rebuilding cost a further £1,200.

The following names were added to the chapel trust:
Messers - Thomas Brueton, James Brooke, Montague Taylor, Stephen Baldwin,

John Lockley, Ralph Wadle, William Cheshire.

They were a remarkable body of men. They were spiritual and devotional but their
ingenuity and business ability was quite remarkable too. They collected books and even
shocked some of the elder members of the church by setting up a telescope to study the stars
– it was feared that the trustees might turn into astrologers or conjurers. They were recog-
nised all over the town by their dress especially their hats which were stately and sober
looking, with broad brims. Their wives wore white silk shawls and leghorn bonnets of
faultless coal-scuttle shape.

On November 2nd. 1823 there was great rejoicing when the New Chapel was dedicated
to the worship and glory of God. The preacher was a visitor from America, Rev John
Summerfield A.M. who preached on “Who hath despised the day of small things?” – this
became the watchword for the chapel from that day onwards. The chapel was crowded for
this service and the collection amounted to £245··15··9¾. Dr Richard Newton, one of the
greatest preachers of his day also preached at one of the opening services.

The ministers for this new and spacious chapel were the Rev. William Ashton and Rev.
Titus Close, who found a flourishing society there with class meetings, prayer meetings and
love-feasts. Its public services were crowded and its outside activities, both religious and
philanthropic pushed forward with increasing energy and faith.

Some light can be thrown on the trades and occupations of the congregation. The
following are the trades and occupations mentioned in the Baptismal records- Gardener,
potter, gridion-maker, wool-comber, refiner, inn-keeper, wine merchant, collier, clerk,
hatter, snuffer-maker, printer, japanner, brick-maker, whitesmith, machine manufacturer,
striker, engineer, buckle-maker, screw-maker, miller, smith, keeper, cabinet-maker, boiler-
maker, victualler, carpenter.

Bodies from the grave-yard at Temple Street were re-interred at Swan Bank and the
Temple street property was soon converted into cottages, 18 cottages were built in all. The
society began social work on a large scale when a Benevolent Society was founded, which
proved a great boon to the poor. Sick visitors went into their homes and help was given to
the needy.

At that time two meetings were held each week for united prayer, at the chapel at 5 a.m.
on Sundays and on Sunday afternoons in various homes. It is not surprising that the
preachers were filled with holy daring. They were strengthened by these prayers and filled
with power to preach the gospel. One of our greatest members of all time “William (Father)
Hackett”, when celebrating the Jubilee of his local preaching recalled –
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“I was 25 when I began to preach in 1821, there were then four chapels in the
Wolverhampton Circuit, the largest holding not more than 200, We had two
ministers at an annual salary of seventy-five pounds each.
Bilston Wake was held on a Sunday and we determined to preach against drunken-
ness    and bull- baiting. We issued a bill announcing our determination and the oth-
er side printed one headed “Old English Sports” in defence of bull-baiting. In reply
we published a counter-bill contrasting “Old English sports” with “Old Bible
Truths”. The local preachers spoke to crowds collected by  Mr.Etheridge. We were
pelted with rotten eggs, and other disagreeable missiles and were  always in danger
from the mob”.

As shown in this extract there was at this time much social evil – bull-baiting and other
cruel sports were practised. The Methodists attacked these sports which were supported by
many of the Anglicans and the Roman Catholics led by the students from the Roman
Catholic College at Goldthorn Hill, Wolverhampton. The young Local Preachers were
frequently attacked and ridiculed.

At that time Missions were set up due to Mr Hackett’s preaching at Gospel Oak and
Coven. Many amusing tales are told of open air meetings. He was not very musical and so
he was glad of a musical Methodist, who could produce a fiddle to play the tune. Otherwise,
he had to rely on a friend to whistle the tune when he had pitched the note and this was not
always satisfactory.

In 1824 the problem of lighting the new chapel had to be faced. The Methodists were
not satisfied with flickering candles and they were determined to install gas. There was no
bigger building in the district lit by gas. The nearest was a theatre in Birmingham and the
Trustees went to inspect the building for themselves. A gas works was built on a site adjacent
to the church. The castings were provided free of charge by Mr Stephen Baldwin, and Mr.
Andrew Allen was installed as the man in charge. Some of the people were very timid and
very sure that the church would be blown up as a punishment for using this ‘device of the
devil’. The enterprise was however quite successful and this novel lighting attracted crowds
and hundreds more heard the Methodist evangel for the first time and the church continued
to grow.

These were not the days of Total Abstinence, meetings of trustees and leaders were
homely affairs with bread and cheese and ale and churchwarden pipes.

A new deed was passed in 1825 making it illegal to appoint a minister for more than
two years without the consent of the trustees. Each trustee was responsible for oversight of
some part of the church – the Gas works, the Burial ground, the fabric of the schools or the
exterior of the church. They were also responsible for selling water from the well in the
chapel grounds. It is recorded that in 1828 the sale of water raised £28··1··1½. Sadly, by
1830 it was considered necessary to arrange for two trustees to be in attendance in the front
of the church on Sundays to keep order.

There was much raiding of graveyards and body snatching at this time and it was
necessary for the caretaker to be armed and to keep a keen eye on the burial ground from the
vestry window or sitting on a gravestone to keep watch during the night. Some owners of
graves in “Wesley” grounds were so worried that they insisted on re-opening the graves and
inspecting them to see if any of the bodies had been stolen.

The church prospered and grew in fellowship. The early Bilston Methodists strove to
perfect their own faith and to win others for Christ. They also strove to raise money to
improve the buildings and in 1831 they built a minister’s house on the site of an old barn
near to the church –conveniently next door to the Swan Bank Tavern.
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Chapter 3 The Cholera Years

1832 was a sad landmark in the history of Bilston, for in that year an epidemic of
Asiatic Cholera appeared on August 3rd. and ravaged the town until the 19th September.
During that short time 742 out of a population of 14,500 died and 300 of these were buried
in “Wesley” grounds. William White recorded this in 1834:

“CHOLERA.—In vain did the inhabitants of Bilston, and other places in the South
Staffordshire mining district, imagine in 1832, that the dense atmosphere of smoke which
surrounds them, would protect them from the ravages of that baneful malady the Asiatic cholera,
which in that year visited nearly every-part of the kingdom, as well as many foreign countries,
carrying death to thousands and sickness to millions. This modern spasmodic plague made its
first appearance in England at Newcastle-upon-Tyne and Sunderland, at the commencement of
1832 ; but it did not approach this district till the mouth of June following, nor did it assume here
its most malignant aspect, till the beginning of August, when the work of death commenced and
continued in full vigour for about a month in each parish, and in a less degree for five or six
weeks afterwards. Its whole continuance in the district was about four months and within that
period, out of a population of 160,000 souls, it swept away about 2,300, and afflicted with
serious illness nearly 10,000. But in this catalogue of suffering, a melancholy pre-eminence must
be ascribed to Bilston, in which town several whole streets were nearly depopulated; extensive
manufactories were stopped by the mortality of the work people; coffins, which could not be
made fast enough in the town, were imported in cart loads from Birmingham, and stood piled up
in heaps in the yard of the hospital, awaiting the last breath of their future tenants ; of the resident
medical practitioners, two were carried off by the disease ; and of their survivors, one was
attacked when on duty in the hospital, fell down on the floor, there bled himself, and whilst yet
unable to rise, had to perform the same office for an attendant, who fell prostrate by his side.
From August 4th to September 20th, there were in Bilston no fewer than .3,568 cases of cholera,
and 742 deaths ; the latter amounting to one-twentieth part of the whole population, and nearly
600 of them occurred in August.”

During these sad days the Methodists of our town ministered to both the sick and the
mourners. This responsibility was left mainly to the laity and local preachers as the minister
was away at Conference. The parish church of St. Leonard was closed by order of parlia-
ment. The vicar left the town and so did the Independent minister.

For many years social workers from “Wesley” had been working in the back streets and
alleys of Bilston and had helped people in need. Throughout the cholera outbreak they took
their lives into their hands and went into homes where the disease was present. In some
houses there was no-one to care for the sick, in others there was no-one to bury the dead and
in some houses there were orphans whose parents had both been killed by this pestilence.

The missioners realised that they must pray with the dying and comfort them, heal the
sick, comfort the bereaved and see that burial rites were carried out on the dead. Mr William
Hackett, a local preacher at that time used to recall how a group of local preachers met
together to discuss this terrible situation. He had said to them “We must go if we die in it! If
the officers of the army hold back what will the soldiers do?”

These words became immortalised by generations of Bilston Methodists. Inspired, the
little band did go and they preached and they prayed with the suffering people. Often those
who had heard them in the morning were dead before sunset, but they died in the knowledge
that God was with them.
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At public services the church was crowded out with people even sitting on the pulpit
steps. They were an eager but sorrowful crowd and many of them came to prayer meetings
which were held at 5 a.m. daily.

Funerals were proceeding all day long and bodies were transported in open carts.
Sometimes four ministers were required in our graveyard to perform the acts of committal.
The death rate was so great that coffins could not be made fast enough in Bilston. Many were
made in Birmingham, but the manufacturers were afraid to bring them any nearer than
Wednesbury because of the epidemic and they had to be collected from there in wagons.

Throughout this time of tragedy these heroic folk ministered so lovingly in the name of
Jesus to the anxious ones and cared for the suffering they deserved to be remembered by us.
These are the names of some of them:

Mrs Brueton  Mrs Howell Mrs
Hickman  Mrs Brooke Mrs
Bate  Mrs Lockley Mr
Griffiths  Mr Windsor
Mr Howell  Mr Dimmock
Mr M. Allen  Mr A. Allen
Mr Fullwood  Mr Walters
Mr Stanley  Mr Mills

In 1833 there were still visible signs of the disaster the orphans were collected together
and a special day school opened in a room in Wellington Road. Mr R. Bebb represented our
church in this charitable organisation which was supported by gifts of money from all over
the country. It must have been a pathetic sight to see these children parading through our
town displaying their cholera medals.

Despite all the distress caused by the cholera outbreak the church grew in faith and
witnessed to the town of the compassion and love of Jesus. By 1840 the congregation had
grown so large that it became necessary to provide further accommodation for the worship-
pers. In that year the chapel was enlarged and new vestries were built at a cost of £2,173.
The oak lectern which had been carved in the form of an eagle with out stretched wings was
replaced by a small pulpit. The money for these extensions and alterations was raised in
various ways – donations were given, collecting cards were issued and a Grand Bazaar was
held. However by 1843 £900 was still owing but eventually the debt was cleared.

Again in 1849 Cholera came to Bilston. The 1832 tragedy was repeated on a smaller
scale. Once more that Swan Bank Methodists responded to the challenge. Rev. James
Clapham was our minister at that time and he led a brave band of workers by day and night.
Mrs Brueton, ‘Father’ Hackett and John Etheridge were again in the forefront this time with
a band of young people. The cholera claimed 730 more victims most of whom were buried
in Wesley graveyard. It should also be noted that this time all the churches in the town played
their part in fighting this deadly enemy with Christian zeal. We should especially remember
the parts played by the “Roving Ranter” and the Catholic Priest John Henry Newman who
afterwards became Cardinal Newman – most famous for writing the hymn ‘Lead kindly
light’.

Lead, kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom
Lead Thou me on!

The night is dark, and I am far from home;
Lead thou me on!

Keep Thou my feet; I do not ask to see
The distant scene: one step enough for me.



16

Chapter 4  People and Outreach

In 1846 the Bilston Wesleyan Methodist Dorcas society had been formed. The women
of this society did much social work in the years that followed, in the way that Dorcas of
New Testament fame did. They cared for the sick and the needy and provided them with
clothes which they made at their weekly meetings.

There was great competition for pews in the church, especially the square ones. Church
families often had a pew to themselves. It was in that year that the marble font and the marble
topped chancel table were installed. Mr Charles Holland was well known at this period as
the church poet. He wrote a poem about how the table and font were bought for the church.
The minister referred to in the poem was Rev W. Rogers.

A Wesleyan preacher, kind and good,
Whose heart was in his labours
(Surpass his zeal no mortal could
To benefit his neighbours)

But though upon the whole, things met
The pastor’s approbation;
The absence of two articles
Attracted observation

The chapel lacked baptismal font
And sacramental table,
And those things he resolved to get
As soon as he was able.

To accomplish this, from out his flock
Young ladies were selected
And to each pair was given a book
To enter cash collected.

Through streets and lanes, through mire and dirt,
As fast as they were able;
And soon sufficient had obtained
To purchase font and table.

However, the minister was a handsome widower and the young ladies were all single
so gossips were soon at work and someone added another verse.

Ill nature spread reports abroad,
Which tended to disparage
And said that what the ladies did
Was with a eye to marriage.

Reverend W R Rogers was a returned missionary and he tended to be rather dictatorial.
He often ordered people to pray in a prayer meeting. There are many amusing stories told
about him. One incident which caused amusement for weeks took place on the way to the
Coven tea meeting. As there was no transport many of the Bilston Methodists walked about
5 miles to join in this popular fellowship. On one occasion he was walking with some
members of our church. It was a very hot day and they soon became hot and tired.
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Suddenly the minister stood still and said “if we were on the mission field brothers you
would carry me”. This infuriated “Josher” Stanley who blurted out “I wouldn’t mind
carrying thee, but I would say ‘O that my load of sin was gone’ and the first water hole I
came to I would drop thee in”.

In 1855 £29··4··1 was raised by selling water from the well in the grave yard and in
this same year it was recorded that the total number of bodies interred in the grave yard was
9,156.

October 28th. 1856 was a sad day for the people of Bilston. John  Etheridge said to be
the town’s greatest son died aged 84. He was an ardent educationalist, book seller and
ironmonger.

“He was a friend of the poor, he did not marry but all the needy children became his
family. He never had a bank account because as soon as his money came in he gave it away.
No one visited his shop without receiving a kind word and often a book. A practising
Christian and yet he did not claim membership of any church though all the churches in the
town claimed him. He did not preach or pray publicly but he used to visit the sick and the
poor every day. He gave the people he visited material help but called in others to read and
pray with them.

John Etheridge held an adult Sunday School in his own house, worked hard in the
Wesleyan School and was a founder in 1802 of the Baptist school. For all schools and
congregations he worked as recruiting sergeant, taking any loiterers he could persuade into
the nearest church. During the two deadly visitations of Cholera he carried everywhere the
sunshine of a loving heart”. Such is the tribute paid to this great man by John Freeman. It
has been said that John Etheridge during his life gave away 10,000 Bibles, 15,000 New
Testaments, 4,000 Prayer Books and 10,000 Bible tracts.

On the day of his funeral November 6th 1856  the whole town mourned, shops were
closed, work was stopped and 15,000 mourners followed his body to the grave. It would
indeed have been inspiring to read the memoirs of the great man but he was always too busy
doing things that he had no time to write. A memorial was erected to him, funded by public
subscription, in Bilston cemetery unfortunately this was made of local sand-stone and
eventually became unsafe and had to be removed, it was later re-placed by a plaque.
(Reproduced opposite is a very early photo-stat copy of a leaflet printed in 1856. We have
been unable to find an original copy.)

William, (“Father”) Hackett too was a great man in those days. He told of many
experiences of the church’s pastoral care. Members visited the homes of the sick and the
needy frequently and supplied for both their physical and spiritual needs – giving them food
and clothing and reading to them from the Bible and praying with them. The present
members of our church would do well to copy them in this respect.

By 1860 the enfranchisement of the Chapel, schoolrooms, Minister’s house and the
grave-yard was carried through. On October 8th. 1860 the great Baptist theologian Rev.
Charles Spurgeon preached in our chapel which was lent to the Baptists because their chapel
was not large enough. Two thousand people packed into the chapel and two hundred pounds
was collected towards the cost of the enlargement on Wood Street Baptist church as their
membership was also growing.
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John Etheridge Memorial - Bilston Cemetery
(later demolished as unsafe and replaced with a

plaque)
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of

MR. JOHN ETHERIDGE,  of  BILSTON
Who departed this life October 28th.1856

Aged 84 years

DURING A LONG LIFE HE DEVOTED HIS TALENTS, INFLUENCE  AND
PROPERTY IN PROMOTING THE TEMPORAL AND SPIRITUAL

INTERESTS OF HIS FELLOW TOWNSMEN
HE WAS ONE OF THE FOUNDERS OF THE FIRST SUNDAY SCHOOL

ESTABLISHED IN THE TOWN, 1798 IN CONNEXION WITH
THE WESLEYAN CHAPEL TEMPLE STREET.

In him the different Sunday and Day Schools in the town and District
Found a Patron and supporter

HE WAS ACTIVELY ENGAGED IN HUMANE AND BENEVOLENT OBJECTS
DURING THE PREVALENCE OF CHOLERA, IN

THE YEARS 1832 AND 1849
HE ESTABLISHED AN ADULT SCHOOL, PENNY SAVINGS BANK, CLOTHING CLUBS - THE SOUTH
STAFFORDSHIRE HOSPITAL FOUND IN HIM A SUPPORTER WHILE LIVING AND AT HIS DEATH

He distributed with his own hands 10,000 Bibles, 15,000
Testaments, 4,000 Prayer Books and 100,000 Tracts.

At the close of a long life spent in labours of love, he stated “I have only
done my duty towards God and my neighbour; my only hope for

Heaven is in the Merits of Christ my Redeemer”.
Among his last words were-

“Lord now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, for mine eyes have seen Thy salvation.
O Lord strengthen thy aged servant and fill him with thy grace.  Amen.”

HE WAS BORN-LIVED-AND DIED IN THE SAME DWELLING HOUSE.

HIS FUNERAL
Was attended by Clergy & Dissenting ministers, Sunday & Day School Teachers
and Children, Clubs, a large body of Ladies and Gentlemen attired in Mourning

and upwards of 10,000 of his fellow townsmen and neighbours.
HIS REMAINS ARE DEPOSITED IN A VAULT AT THE CEMETERY WHERE A MONUMENT WILL

BE ERECTED BY PUBLIC SUBSCRIPTION.

Thou art gone to the grave! But we will not deplore thee,
For God was the ransom, thy guardian and guide,

He gave thee, He took thee, and He will restore thee.
And death has no sting, since the Saviour has died.

“BLESSED  ARE  THE  DEAD  WHICH   DIE  IN  THE   LORD”

“THE  MEMORY  OF  THE  JUST  IS  BLESSED”
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The following year, 1861, the first organ at Swan Bank was installed at a cost of £300
and the orchestra was disbanded and the instruments sold to defray the cost. It is interesting
to note that changes had to be made with the coming of the organ. Until that time all hymns
were sung two lines at a time as the preacher read out the words. This was because of the
scarcity of hymn books and the lack of education among some of the members of the
congregation. This was difficult for the organist and it was felt that it broke up the hymn and
destroyed much of its message. So for the next twenty years they sang one verse at a time,
after it was read out. Although the organ brought in many visitors it was not so popular with
some of our members. Some elderly ladies complained of the volume giving them head-
aches whilst others were concerned that the vibration would shatter the window glass!

In 1862 friends from “Wesley” began a “Ragged School” in Stonefield. This was in a
warehouse, the entrance to which was a square hole cut in the floor, to which you got access
by a ladder, this was later replaced by a flight of steps. It was later developed into a Mission
but after 4 years the room was considered too small so a school room was built at a cost of
£500 and the Bilston Wesleyans became responsible for providing light and heating.

Swan Bank chapel was again let in 1864, this time to the Congregationalists for their
Sunday School anniversary while their own chapel in Oxford Street was being rebuilt.

In the same year an ambition of 30 years standing was fulfilled – Bilston separated
from the Wolverhampton Circuit and started as the new Bilston Wesleyan Circuit with a
total membership of 856.

In 1868 the old school room was removed and a new one erected at the cost of
£1,506··19··4. A sale of work raised £596··2··8 enabling them to clear the remaining debt.

Mrs. Brueton celebrated her Golden Jubilee as a class leader on December 8th 1870 and
in the following year Mr. William Hackett celebrated his Golden jubilee as a Local Preacher.
Classes flourished and Mrs. Brueton’s was a very large class. It was held in her home and
she was assisted by Mrs. John Harper who later succeeded her as the leader. Mr. Hackett’s
class was another notable gathering and generations spoke of him with loving reverence. He
was remembered too throughout the area as it was through his preaching that new societies
grew and chapels were built at Ladymoor and at Sedgley. He died at the age of 90 in 1886
having preached the gospel for 70 years right up to the year of his death. One of his last texts
preached at Swan Bank was “What is truth?”.

During the ministry of Rev. John Wetherill five mission bands were set up they led
afternoon services in Stonefield, Free Street, Pinfold Street, the Gullet, Greencroft and
Workhouse Fold. They also led the evening services at Stonefield Mission.

Land was bought from the Loxdale family, adjoining the Swan Bank site, on which to
build a chapel keeper’s house and to provide playing fields In 1876 the stoves in the church
were replaced by heating apparatus and the minister’s house was enlarged. Three years later
a memorial was presented to the trustees from the pew holders asking them to make
improvements inside the church including re-seating but the trustees had to postpone this
through lack of finance.

In the following year,1880, the children of our Sunday School eagerly joined those
from other Bilston schools in celebrating the Robert Raikes’ Sunday School centenary. A
great procession led by Mr. B. Beebee riding a troublesome horse, fired the boys’ imagina-
tion. The children trained, by Mr. Kirkland, sang special Anniversary hymns at various
points in the town. They were rewarded with buns and mugs of tea for their efforts. New
primary school rooms with a guild room above were erected in the same year. This is our
present Lewis Street building.
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Mrs Brueton Alderman Harper

William Hackett Joseph Sankey

John Price John Sankey
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Invitation to stone-laying for New School Buildings 1896
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Evangelistic work however continued and a Sunday School was set up in Temple street
in 1883 under the superintendency of Mr. John Cox. There were 16 children in the school
and Sunday Evening services were held in a public house. Sometime later a Mission hall was
built and the little society grew with classes and clubs being held there during the week. So
a group of Bilston Methodists met again in Temple Street and the Mission was supported
financially by Bilston Wesley.

The church was able to support these Missions because of the generosity of some of the
town’s industrialists who now counted themselves as Methodists. One such man was Joseph
Sankey. A self made man, the son of a potter, he had been orphaned at nine years old but
went on to found Joseph Sankey and Sons. A life-long member and Trustee of our church,
so greatly loved that on the day of his funeral on April 3rd 1886 his work-men lined the
streets from his home on Goldthorn Hill to Swan Bank. The chapel was filled with his family
and friends, work colleagues and Methodist ministers and officials from all over the district.

By 1888 renovation of Swan Bank Church was back on the agenda and a meeting was
held of all members to discuss the trustees’ plans. As money was still scarce there were many
money raising efforts during the next two years. The ladies’ sewing meeting worked
diligently for the inevitable bazaar.

So the church was completely altered in 1890. The old portico with its pillars disap-
peared, the windows were replaced by larger ones, the wall of the gallery was extended and
the front on the choir given a circular sweep. A spacious rostrum replaced the pulpit, the
chancel behind the pulpit was converted into a vestry. The beautiful table was moved into
the vestibule and the Communion appointments were placed in front of the rostrum. Square
family pews and free seats alike were all removed and the church was completely re-pewed
with pine-wood seats. The floor was removed and the old water system filled up, new
heating apparatus was installed and the outside of the church was re-cemented and beautified.

The pebble path leading to the church was replaced by a cement pavement. The total
cost of all this renovation £3,301.

While these alterations were taking place divine worship was held in the Town Hall.
On January 12th. 1891 the church was re-opened the congregations were large and many had
to be turned away. There was however much rejoicing and thanksgiving, Bishop Hawkins a
coloured minister from America, an ex slave preached to a vast congregation.

A Grand Bazaar was held in the Town Hall on March 4th 1891. It was indeed a grand
effort, designed to represent a London Street of the 17th century. The stalls were decorated
to represented “Ye Olde London Bridge”, “Ye Abbey”, “Ye Olde Castle”, etc. and all the
ladies dressed in clothes of the period.

This effort was a great success and raised £1,600 towards the cost of the recent
renovations.
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Chapter 5 Good Times and Bad

Unfortunately during 1891, it was discovered that there was a mysterious smouldering
earth-fire under the entrance to the large schoolroom and this caused much alarm but the fire
was successfully suppressed by a thick partition of sand. The following year there was a
serious fire which completely destroyed the vestries and could have burned down the whole
church but it was fought and eventually extinguished by the minister Rev. W. H. Maude and
a group of church members. So in 1893 the vestries were rebuilt and one of them was
enlarged and decorated for use as the church parlour. This room was used for many years for
meetings, youth gatherings, the junior department of the Sunday school and the Junior
Church.

John Etheridge and James Rowley had together visited Hill Top Methodist Day School
in 1844 and had been inspired to adapt the Swan Bank schoolroom for use as a day school.
Some of the money for this project had come from the “Cholera Fund”. A schoolmaster was
employed at 27/- per week and the first children were admitted. The school grew and an
infants department was added. Although taken over by the government Education Depart-
ment in 1863 it was still ‘Wesley School’. There were 412 children and 5 teachers in 1890
when Mr.A.G. Williams became headmaster. In 1896 it became necessary to extend the
school buildings for use by day and Sunday school pupils. The foundation stones for these
buildings were laid on Monday July 13th. 1896.

At this time the church possessed a really excellent choir. Mr. Orme who had been
choir master for 10 years resigned through ill health in 1898 and was succeeded by Mr.
F.A.Bendall. The members of the choir distinguished themselves in a choral competition
arranged by the Midland Federation of Free Churches held in the Central Hall Birmingham
in December of this year. The adjudicator Dr. McNaught said of their performance – “a
rendering at once devout and charming; sincere and chaste in expression; articulation clear
and distinct; tone excellent and attack good in fact a very fine performance” as a result the
Bilston Wesley choir was awarded first prize.

In 1899 encouraged by their success under Mr.Bendall’s leadership they decided to
make an even greater adventure and enter the Non-conformist choir competition at the
Crystal Palace London. In the first stage they came first and Crewe were second.

They prepared for the second part of the competition in 1900 but they were unable to
travel to London because the Railway Company would not make any concessions on the
normal fares. However, the authorities of the Choir Union sent a musical commissioner to
Bilston and he satisfied himself as to the high quality of the choir. On 17th June 1901 the
members set off to London on the last stage of the contest the pieces they sang were
“Moonlight” by Eaton Fanning and “This is the day” by Lemare. This was indeed the day
for Bilston “Wesley” for out of all the choirs from all over Great Britain our choir was placed
first and was awarded the Minshall shield, which for many years was proudly displayed on
the central panel behind the rostrum in the church.

We are justly proud of the great effort and of the recognition of the Non Conformist
Journal where it was recorded “Wesley church Bilston is the home of one of the best choirs
in the United Kingdom.” Of one of the soloists Miss Brown, Sir Henry Wood said –“she
promised to reach eminence”.

In 1902 Rev. Henry Babb and his family moved into the ‘Wesley ‘ manse, at this time
the address was known as –Wesley House, 1, Church Street, Bilston. One of their sons
Rev L.J.W. Babb M.C. followed in his father’s footsteps. His 15 year old daughter Mildred
became very involved in the church and Sunday School and ultimately married David Lewis
– a young local preacher. They settled in Bilston and were vital members of our church for
many years.
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Swan Bank Methodist Church 1906
Showing the Binns Organ

And Minshall Shield.
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Programme for Opening of New Binns Organ 1906
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By 1905 the trustees were struggling with a burden of debt for during the past 15 years
over £5,000 had been spent on improvements and alterations. A new organ was badly needed
for the old one which had been second hand when installed had been in use for well over 40
years. Dr. Andrew Carnegie donated £350 and once more a Grand Bazaar was held in the
Town Hall. This time the stalls were Japanese in character and £2,050 was raised, so all the
debts were liquidated and a new organ was purchased. This was built by Mr. Binns of Leeds
from specification of Mr. Thomas Johnson Mus.Bac. and was a three manual Binns organ
with pneumatic actions throughout and an electrical blower costing £850, it was  plain in
appearance; the desire being to have its value expressed in music rather than an ornate exterior.

During 1908 a brass band was formed for the older members of the Sunday school. Mr.
Bussey gave money to buy instruments. Mr Roberts of Willenhall was the Conductor
assisted by Mr. Orme. As many of the members came from musical families rapid progress
was made and they first led the “march round” for the Sunday School Anniversary in May
1909 and played for the afternoon service. Later, they performed at garden parties and on
Sunday evenings in Hickman Park as well as leading the march on Civic Sunday and for
High Street Sunday School Anniversary.

Each year at Christmas time they raised about £30 and this was used to finance
charitable events including a breakfast for 350 poor children, tea and entertainment for 350
elderly people and a half day trip into the countryside for 150 of the poorest children. In 1912
they took part in a band contest at the Crystal Palace but did not do well. Sadly by 1915 so
many members had joined the army or navy that the band was forced to cease.

World War I had other effects on the life of the church. Some Sunday School teachers,
leaders of the church and speakers at the Guild joined the forces and rotas and programmes
had to be changed constantly and reorganised. However, public worship and prayer meetings
were well attended as people felt the need for God’s help in the time of war. Several of our
young men died in the service of their country during World War I.

On October 26th 1919, two beautiful stained glass windows were unveiled in their
memory. On the south side of the gallery the window represented St. Michael and was
inscribed with the words “their names live for evermore” and the names:
V.B. Hewitson, H.K. Price, A.P. Naylor, H.D. Morgan, V. Lack and T. Williams. The one
on the north side, portraying St. George, bore the words “faithful unto death-a crown for life”
and commemorated A.E. Bendall, S. Grail, C. Burgess, H.C. Edge, L.V. Colley, Dr. C.
Harris and Rev. W.H. Dimmock.On June 6th 1920 a beautiful bronze wall tablet was
unveiled, dedicated to the honour of all the young men of the church who answered their
country’s call by joining its Defensive Forces, this was made by the students of Bilston Art
School.

Unavoidably during the war years the church property had fallen into serious disrepair.
It had been difficult to get labour and materials were very expensive so much repair had been
left until after the war. There were leakages in the roof of the church and all the school rooms
were in need of restoration. Then in 1922 part of the ceiling in the large schoolroom fell in
and this had to be replaced at considerable cost.

As 1923 was the centenary year a special appeal was made to all the members and
friends of the church past and present to help in renovation. Donations were received,
collecting cards were again used, the choir gave concerts, jumble sales were held and a
special sale of work was arranged. In all £1,028 was raised. The restoration of the property
was completed and on December 8th 1923 the re-opening services were held.



30

There was great rejoicing for as the Rev B. Crosby said in a letter sent to members of
the church:

“The material prosperity we desire is not an end but a means. It is necessary, but it is
only a symbol of the spiritual success we seek. We know only too well that a celebration
which does not mean the coming of a greater and fuller spiritual life, with an intensified zeal
for witnessing for Christ, and for making known His power to save men and women, will fall
short of our ideals as a Christian church and congregation.”

The special services continued on December 9th and 10th. Holy Communion was held
each morning at 8 a.m. The services were conducted by the Rev. T.H. Barrett B.A. of
Didsbury on 9th December and on the following day a great centenary meeting was held and
the President of the Methodist Conference, Rev. T. Ferrier Hulme M.A. and the chairman of
the District, Rev. F.A. Benson B.A. addressed the gathering.

Centenary services were held on the next three Sundays. On December 16th that great
man Rev. Luke Wiseman an ex-President of Conference preached, on the next two Sundays
ex-ministers of Swan Bank Rev T. H. Love and Rev. H. Babb led the worship.

The church was indeed beautiful; the interior had been decorated, the windows were
filled in with leaded-lights containing small rectangular panes of cathedral glass it was said
“to look chaste and beautiful”. Mr J. Freeman in his book to celebrate the centenary wrote:
“the re-opening of our church was a joyful experience, but not a consummation. That can
only come when our beautiful church justifies itself as the outward and visible sign of an
inward and spiritual grace that fulfils itself in holy deeds of tender sacrificial service in the
name of Jesus Christ”,

During one of these services the secretary of the trust thrilled the congregation by
reading out the following letter:

10, Downing Street
Whitehall
S.W.1

I am interested to hear that you are celebrating the centenary of Bilston Wesley Church, with
which my family on both sides have been connected. I wish you every success in the continuance of
the work set on foot by John and Charles Wesley in the time when spiritual regeneration was so
much needed.

-the letter was signed by the Prime Minister Mr. Stanley Baldwin.

In March 1924 John Freeman’s book ‘Bilston Wesleyan Methodism’ was published.
John Freeman, a member of our church was a local historian. This book according to the
Express and Star “recaptured the atmosphere of the various stages of our church’s develop-
ment especially that of the early days”. In that year Rev.S.O.Tattersall became the minister.
He was surprised to discover that the morning congregation was larger than the evening.
With the help of church members he issued bills and notices to invite people to the evening
services. Also in that year two young men from our church Mr.Norman Holden and Mr.
Ernest Harrison offered themselves for the Methodist ministry and were accepted as candi-
dates to be trained at Handsworth and Didsbury respectively. Both were ordained at Swan
Bank on September 15th 1927, supported by 200 friends who gathered in the large school-
room for tea before the service and presented each of them with “a fine photograph of our
church”. Both of them took up work on the mission field. Norman Holden set off for
Southampton the next day and sailed to the Transvaal and Ernest Harrison sailed from Dover
on September 30th to Calais and Marseilles and from there to Madras in India. Their portraits
were hung on the wall of the church parlour as an inspiration to all the young people of the
church.
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Chapter 6 Part of a Uniting Church

During 1925 the envelope system was introduced whereby members of the congrega-
tion were encouraged to give more regularly to the church. Finance; it seems was always an
issue in our church.

Money was still needed for renovation and to help this a garden party was held in the
grounds of Messers Wesson, Lewis and Price at the end of June. July 1926 a boys’ club was
formed for youths 14 to 18 years under the leadership of Mr. Leslie Crosby (son of a former
minister).

In January 1927 Rev. and Mrs Tattersall sent out over 100 invitations to church
members to attend the annual society meeting in the hope of involving more of the congre-
gation in the mission of the church.

Rev. G. C. Main became the minister in September of this year. He was eager to restart
the prayer meeting but sadly this fell through once more after only a few months due to lack
of support. He then held a special Leaders’ Meeting to discuss the spiritual need of the
growing population of Bilston who were not attracted to public worship. The question “how
can the church deal with this need?” was discussed. A New Year’s Eve Watch-night service
was held for the first time at Bilston Wesley in 1928 and this became a traditional event.

Some time later the Sunday school asked permission of the Leaders’ Meeting to form
a Junior Guild. The leaders of this guild were Mr. C. M. Harrison, Mr. Wardle and Miss
Elsmore. When Rev. F. Goodwill became the minister in 1931 he suggested that a Roll book
was made of all church members and that in order to attract interest more meaningful posters
advertising the services should be displayed. Two new notice boards were purchased at a
cost of £5Ø11Ø6 to display the weekly services on the gate pillars. Again an effort was made
to restart the prayer meeting and this time it was held once a month on a Monday evening.
Instead of the usual church meeting a united class meeting took place. This took the form of
a business meeting, after which the Rev. F. Goodwill gave an address using as his text, the
text on the class ticket for that quarter.

1932 was a momentous year in Methodism as the main groups within Methodism, i.e.
Wesleyan Methodists, Primitive Methodists, United Methodists, joined together to form
THE METHODIST CHURCH. Thousands of people met in the Albert Hall to celebrate this
great occasion.

On February 13th 1933 Rev H. Garner of the home mission department of the Methodist
Church preached at “Wesley.” Classes were started for preparation for church membership
and on 5th October  5 men and 8 women were received into the membership of the church
at a special service.

The Junior Church was formed in this year. This provided a special morning service
for the children of the Sunday school and they were to be allowed to take part in leading this
worship.

September 28th 1933 was a very special day of celebration for the people of Bilston. It
was the day the Earl of Harrowby presented the official Charter which made Bilston a Bor-
ough –or Municipal Corporation with mayoral status. Councillor Herbert Beach, organist at
High Street Methodist Church, became the town’s first Mayor. Congratulations and greetings
were sent to Mr. Beach from the members of Swan Bank who joined in the festivities in Hick-
man Park..
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The membership of the church had reached 180 by January 1934. A ladies’ sewing
class was formed and the interior of the church was redecorated.

Mrs F. Goodwill presented the church with a beautiful hymn book for use in the pulpit
in 1935. The Methodist Hymn Book (MHB) was printed in 1933 and was already in use in
the church. The Roll of Membership was completed, visitation to Sunday school scholars
and their parents and to members who did not attend worship was started on a regular basis.
Again the need for more prayer was felt. The monthly prayer meeting was enlarged by
inviting members from Temple Street and Stonefield. Sadly the Junior Boys’ Club closed
due to lack of support in 1937.

Rev and Mrs Goodwill left and the Rev A.F. Reeves became our minister. The men of
the church arranged a supper for New Year’s Eve and all proceeds went to Society funds. It
was decided that the Christmas day collection be sent to the National Children’s Home and
Orphanage, this became an annual tradition. The minister sent New Year’s greetings to all
members of the church, personally inviting them to the 1938 Covenant service. In January
Mr. Herbert Spicer was appointed as Senior Society Steward a position he held for 24 years.
In this year united Holy Week services were held for the first time in Bilston and this
expression of unity has continued ever since. The Good Friday service was held in St.
Leonard’s parish church and the preacher was a Methodist minister Rev. H. Betts.

On September 6th the Chairman of the District the Rev A. Smith preached at Bilston
“Wesley”. Although Methodist union had taken place in 1932 Bilston still had two separate
Circuits and  our church was still referred to in this way although officially it was Swan Bank
Methodist Church.

Since 1835 there had been another Methodist Church in Oxford Street. This was origi-
nally known as the “New Connexion” but by 1900 it had become Oxford Street United Meth-
odist Church. This church closed in 1938 and some of the congregation joined us at Swan
Bank One notable family was the Taylors – Mr Harry Taylor, who lived for more than 90
years, held many offices in our Church and was joint leader of the Junior Church, Sunday
School teacher and pianist in the Senior department.
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Advertisements in  the 1940 Spring Bazaar programme
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‘World Fair’

Mr & Mrs John Freeman Mrs Mildred Lewis
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Chapter 7 The War Years and Beyond.

Rev Arthur Reeves was vexed that the membership had decreased in 1939 to 171 and
so he formed a class for young people of the church. He approached these young people
about becoming ‘Young Leaguers’ collecting money and showing an interest in the National
Children’s Home and Orphanage as well as improving their own spiritual development.
Through these efforts the membership increased to 192 and Mr. Royston Mountney, Miss
Jean Mears, Mr Frank Meachem and Mr. Cyril Spicer were all placed on trial for church
membership and were officially made members in 1940.

At the beginning of World War II several young men of the church were called up to
serve their country and this also meant a loss of Sunday school teachers. A grant of £8 was
given to the Red Cross. Fourteen parcels were sent out to soldiers including books, choco-
lates and letters. Incredibly, the Spring Bazaar entitled ‘World Fair’ was held for 3 days in
March 1940 in the school buildings. Stalls were decorated to represent many different
countries from Iceland to India – but not Germany! They sold refreshments including ham
or tongue salad, fruit and cream, cakes, pastries etc. and even managed a sweet stall. It must
be remembered that the congregation at the time included bakers, grocers, butchers and a
dairyman – as shown in advertisements in the programme for the fair.

Sunday September 21st 1940 was declared the “National Day of Prayer” the Mayor of
Bilston and the Corporation were invited to a special service. The collection was divided
between the Red Cross and the Air Raid distress fund. Offertory plates were placed in the
church porch for gifts to be included in parcels for our young men in the forces. During
December the evening service was changed to 5-30 p.m. and more Christmas parcels were
sent out to those serving overseas. No watch-night service could be held because of the
blackout restrictions but the Covenant service was held in the afternoon on the first Sunday
in January. During that year grants were made by the church to the British Legion, the War
Emergency Fund, Wolverhampton Royal Hospital, as well as the usual Local Preachers’
Mutual Aid Society. In March Dr.Bebb President of the Methodist Conference preached at
Bilston ‘Wesley’ and a special devotional service was held at 7-15 p.m.

The church had three air-raid shelters available for the Sunday school children in the
event of an air-raid warning being sounded. The leaders of each department met together for
training in how to safely arrange the transfer of the children to these shelters if an air-raid
occurred. The Sunday school tried to keep life as normal as possible for the children.
However the primary children were unable to meet in the morning because Miss Main had
no-one to help her but the Junior Church  continued with teachers taking on extra duties to
cover those unable to attend through A.R.P, St John ambulance, Home guard or other
ancillary services.

They even managed to arrange Sunday school outings until 1941 when they entertained
the children instead at a Sports Gala on the Willenhall Road playing fields. Because of
rationing it seemed that the children would have to provide their own food. However they
did manage to obtain lemon and barley drinks and Mr. F. Grainger somehow provided each
child with a cake and a roll. Sixpenny war savings certificates were given to the winners of
each race.

Life at the church continued as normally as possible throughout the war. In 1942 Mr.
H. Turner, the choir master, proposed that instead of the usual choir festival Handel’s
Messiah be performed on the Sunday before Christmas. The Men’s Supper was held this
year on New Year’s Eve despite the rationing. In 1943 £45Ø10Ø0 was raised for a special
Methodist Fund Appeal. Inspired by the success at Christmas “Olivet to Calvary” was
rendered by the choir on Palm Sunday and the inter-denominational service was held in our
church.
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For many years the tradition that ”every member of the Methodist church is a member
of the Methodist Missionary Society” had been some what neglected. But in 1943 this was
remedied in our church when Miss S. Searle was appointed church overseas secretary.
Through her zeal a Missionary Supper and regular overseas meetings were held.

The Men’s Supper was held again this year but this time it was an affair involving the
whole church as the proceeds were in aid of the Comforts’ Fund for those serving in the
forces.

Sunday School prizes had a special significance during the War years, when children
had very few toys or books. In 1944 the prizes were awarded following the ‘Round-O’ tea
and a concert by some of the children produced by Jean Mears and Betty Probert.

On March 9th one of our young men Royston Mountney preached his trial sermon for
the ministry at New Hampton Road Methodist Church, Wolverhampton, he was supported
by many of our members. Special mid-week services were held on the two weeks before
Easter. The Good Friday service was held at St. Leonard’s and the preacher was Rev. A.
Smith the Chairman of the Methodist District.

June 6th 1944 was “D” day and the minister was asked to pronounce a special blessing
on the people. The Comforts’ Fund had grown tremendously, 50 of our young people were
out on the battle-fields and church members were asked to write to them and pray for them.

On Sunday October 8th a special meeting of the Youth Council was called to discuss a
request from some of the young people asking for permission to form a Youth Club. The
meeting gave its blessing and a donation of £5 and all interested young people were invited
to a meeting on the following Tuesday evening. Thus Bilston ‘Wesley’ Youth Club was
born. Just over three months later – February 1945 Miss Jean Mears, Youth Club leader
informed the Youth Council that the Youth Club had 110 members. She agreed that the
‘Youth Club Revels’ would entertain the children at the Sunday School Prize-giving in
March. An amazing outcome. On July 1st 24 Youth Club members were received into the
full membership of the Methodist Church at a very moving service.

The Good Friday service was held at Swan Bank and the preacher was the Rev. Hugh
Hodge a clergyman of the Church of England. The Mayor of Bilston and the corporation
were invited to this United service.

A special poster was prepared to be put up as soon as the Armistice was signed and the
war was over. On “V. E.“ day May 8th 1945 special services of thanksgiving were held at 11
a.m. and again at 7-30 p.m.. A welcome home tea was held at 5-30 p.m. on June 3rd. at the
Odeon café followed by a theatre party. Invitations were sent to all members who had served
in the war and they were each asked to bring a friend. A brass cross was bought and
dedicated in a service on June 22nd.to the memory of all those from Bilston “Wesley” who
gave their lives in the 1939-45 war.

In 1946 Mr W. H. Dale was appointed as the Leaders’ meeting Secretary (on the
resignation of Mr. A. J. Mountney) a position he held until his death in 1958. In March of
that year Bilston Choral Society presented the “Messiah” in our church. Money was raised
for the Government hospital scheme and the bombed churches rebuilding fund. £147Ø18Ø5
was raised £30 of which was given by the Youth Club from a special effort they had held.
On October 20th which was Young People’s Sunday early morning communion was held at
8 a.m. and young people took part in  the services both morning and evening.
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A Choir Festival including ‘The Creation’ by Haydn was arranged for the Church
Anniversary on November 3rd. Unfortunately, a fuse blew out most of the lights in the
church. The “Express and Star” head-lined its report “HAPPY CHANCE AT BILSTON” as
it was felt the oratorio was sung in a setting similar to its very first performance.

“The fuse also affected the organ which had to be pumped manually. Among those who
took a turn at the pump was Leading Aircraftman Frank Meachem, on leave from his R.A.F.
station. He took off his coat and spent half an hour working furiously to keep the organ alive
with music. His turn finished he put on his coat and slipped away to catch his train.”

The Sunday school celebrated its 150th anniversary in May 1947. It was a very special
event and so boys were invited to join the usual all-female choir. Actually, only five boys
were brave enough to sing with the 70 girls who Mr.H. Turner, the choirmaster, called his
‘little-angels’. The church was packed for each of the services and afterwards a souvenir
photograph was taken to mark the occasion.

In September we said goodbye to Rev. & Mrs. A. F. Reeves.  A special word of
appreciation was recorded in the minutes of the Leaders’ Meeting thanking  him for 10 years
loyal service to our church and to his Master. At the last quarterly Youth Council meeting
Mr. Reeves chaired, Mr Howard Cox Sunday school treasurer asked for these words to be
recorded in the minutes: “We would like to place on record our love and appreciation,
because of the service he has rendered to the young people of our church. They are losing a
dear friend, one who has mixed with them, knew all their names and faces and never forgot
to recognise them at all times and in all places. He went out of his way to serve them and
never spared himself; no sacrifice was too great for these young people. His sense of humour
and good companionship will never be forgotten; they indeed learned to love him. Especially
will he be remembered by the Youth Club and Scouts who he helped through their difficul-
ties to build up such healthy and vigorous organisations. Yes, they all loved him and found
joy in his service. We shall all miss him but the boys and girls and the youth of our church
will miss him most”.

The new minister was the Rev. George Parsons. He felt the need for more involvement
by the men of the congregation and so a Men’s Fellowship was started in 1948. On March
20th a Circuit gift day was held at the church to wipe out the debt of £110, in fact £116 was
raised – and so the Circuit was once more solvent.

One of our former members and Sunday School teachers then living in Cannock– Mrs
Mildred Lewis was inducted as Vice-President of the Methodist Conference. She made
history by being the first woman ever to hold this office, as the leading Lay-person in the
Methodist Church. When her husband David died suddenly in 1942 she took over much of
his many-sided work. She was a member of many Connexional Committees including
Women in the Ministry, Ministerial Training, Ministers’ Children’s fund, and was lay
secretary and treasurer of the Church Membership Committee. As well as this church
connected work she was a school governor, chairman of Bilston Centre for Mental Welfare
and Birmingham Working Girls’ Hostel and a prison visitor. She told the story of an address
she gave to an audience of dangerous criminals in Stafford Prison on bees, which was
listened to with rapt attention. The bees in fact came from her hives at Cannock. The
‘Methodist Recorder’ said of her “Mrs. Lewis will turn every duty of the Vice-President both
in the Conference and through the coming year, into a fresh avenue for the service of her
Master.”  Official greetings were sent to her from all her friends at Swan Bank and she was
invited to lead one of the Sunday School Anniversary services in 1949.
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Chapter 8 Renovation and Revival

The organ was totally renovated in 1949 and on 10th September a special service was
held when the organ was played for the first time by that distinguished organist Mr. Reginald
Foort. To raise money for the organ and for other renovations in the church several special
efforts were organised. The world famous singer Ima Sumach delighted a packed audience
in our church. She was renowned for the variety of her pitch – being able to sing higher than
Soprano and lower than Contralto with ease and beauty. There was a dancing display in the
schoolroom on October 12th. And the annual Christmas sale was on the 24th. November. In
December an ‘Evening with the magic club’ raised a considerable amount of money. At
Christmas a nativity play was held at the parish church and half of the proceeds were donated
towards our church renovation fund.

The renovation work during 1950 cost £4,500 and the church was closed while this
work was done. Weddings and Funerals took place at Bilston Congregational church in
Oxford street but the weekly Sunday services were held in the large schoolroom.

In this year the Sunday School Anniversary was held on the first Sunday in June instead
of the first Sunday in May which was the usual custom. The renovations were completed just
in time. The church was re-opened for the anniversary services and was packed with record
crowds praising God and supporting the children.

In January 1951 Girls’ League was re-started with Miss Marian Musselwhite as the
leader. This group catered for girls 13 to 18 years of age and met weekly on Thursday
evenings.

Rev George Parsons left in 1951 and was succeeded by Rev Allan Carter.

February 6th 1952 was a sad day for the nation when the news filtered through into
homes, factories, shops and schools that King George had died. Prayers were said in church
for the Royal family and especially for the young Queen Elizabeth II.

Mrs Freeman one of the great ladies of our church also died in 1952. Of her it was
written “she was a keen lover of her church, she was diligent and industrious in all aspects
of church work. She had a quiet sense of humour which endeared her to all who knew her.
She took a keen interest in the young people of the church with a special attachment to the
Guild of which she was for many years president”.

Rev Allan Carter was taken ill during this year. His duties as Superintendent and as
minister of our church were filled by Rev Arthur Connop, Rev Leonard Rowley and other
circuit ministers.

1953 was declared “National Evangelistic Year”. As Bilston’s part Rev. Allan Carter
suggested attacking the new housing estate on Stowlawn as there was no place of worship
for the inhabitants of the estate. He said it was possible to build a small mission hut for a
Sunday school and other activities for £300. He also believed that the two Bilston Circuits,
High Street and Swan Bank should unite as one. It was also Coronation year. Mrs Kathleen
Carter produced the “Pageant of Christian Women”, which traced the lives of women from
the time of Queen Elizabeth I to Queen Elizabeth II who had affected the history of our
nation. This was acted by ladies from all parts of the Circuit and was performed at several
different venues with great enthusiasm.
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The Methodist Conference was held in Birmingham in July of that year and our church
members arranged hospitality for 15 delegates.

Again there was much concern for the children of the Sunday School and the members
of the Youth Club who showed very little interest in the church. For this reason a special
service was held on November 9th. followed by a meeting to which all church members were
invited. As a result of this meeting a Junior Club was started every Wednesday night for boys
11 to 14 years old. As no other leader could be found Mr Carter agreed to lead the group and
also spend more time working with the Youth Club. Later on in the year it was found that
both the Youth Club and Sunday School were increasing in numbers. Rev Allan Carter left
and Rev A.J.Gedye  a former missionary from China became our minister and Superintend-
ent of the Circuit.

Girls’ League (G.L.) which had been flourishing in our church for 2 years had
nationally become part of the Youth Missionary Association with the amalgamation of the
Young Men’s League.

In October of this year a Youth Fellowship was started in the manse and was affiliated
to the Youth Missionary Association and known as Y.M.A.

Marian Musselwhite became Y.M.A. secretary for the church. She later became Circuit
Secretary, then District Y.M.A. secretary and later District President for the Wolverhampton
and Shrewsbury District.

However the girls of Bilston ‘Girls’ League’ decided that they wished to continue to
meet on Thursdays as well as joining Y.M.A. at the age of 15 years.

The prayer meeting which had been poorly attended over the last few years was
re-started in 1954 by members of the Youth Fellowship on Sunday evening at 5-30 p.m. At
this time the Youth Club had 114 members and an active adult committee. Mr Kenneth T.
Finch took over the leadership of the Junior Boys’ Club and numbers grew.

A site was chosen on the Stowlawn estate for a Mission. 50 volunteers from throughout
the Circuit visited every house on the estate on June 21st and 22nd. with questionnaires. 500
people said that they would support Sunday services and 800 said they would send their
children to the Sunday school. It was then decided to continue outreach on Stowlawn with a
view to building a church as soon as possible. Special services were held throughout the
Circuit during 1955 to help the people of Stowlawn and £223 was raised towards the work
at Stowlawn.

Mr H. North arranged the installation  of deaf hearing aids in the church in that year.

Numbers in the Youth Club fell in 1955 to 40 and 10 members in H.M. forces, doing
their National Service. The Youth Missionary Association flourished however with 25
members in the Youth Fellowship and 14 in Girls’ League. Numbers in the Boys’ Club
increased so rapidly that there were too many to deal with and the club had to close for some
weeks while the matter was sorted out.

At this time the membership of our church was 188. The Wesleyan and Primitive
Circuits were amalgamated to form the Bilston Methodist Circuit with a total membership
of 1,500 and 16 churches.
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February 12th. 1956  was a great day in the history of our church. For the first time ever
our morning service was broadcast live on radio on the Midland region of the B.B.C. the
preacher at this service was the Rev A.J. Gedye B.A. our own minister.

Stowlawn church was opened in March with great rejoicing. At first there were so
many children attending the Sunday School that they had to hold two sessions each week.
Some of our Sunday School teachers were loaned to Stowlawn to help out. Some took on a
double shift hurrying from one church to the other.

In September a Young Mothers’ club was formed and the secretary was Mrs Kathleen
Hand. It was decided to revive the custom of the Chapel Anniversary in 1956 and so on
November 4th the Rev Hubert Reynolds, the oldest minister who had received training at
Swan Bank, returned to the church and preached both morning and evening. At the begin-
ning of December the young people of Y.M.A. suggested that the annual carol service should
be held in candle-light. Although the plan was some what ambitious Y.M.A. led by Mr.
Harold Dale (Y.M.A. leader) constructed holly wreaths and somehow succeeded in lighting
the church with candles. A Christmas tree was purchased by the members of Girls’ League
and this was decorated with fairy lights. There was a good congregation for the carol service
and despite “dripping wax” everyone agreed that this venture should be repeated the
following year. It is now an annual event in the our church.

A church book stall was installed in the porch in 1957 where books on the Bible,
Christian principles, church history and doctrine, and missionary books could be purchased
this proved to be very useful to church members and visitors. In August the membership was
183. Rev. Brian S. O’Gorman the new Chairman of the Wolverhampton and Shrewsbury
district preached at Bilston for the first time in September. Mr Kenneth Finch was transferred
to North Shields as a Lay Pastor.

The Circuit rally was held on October 17th and the great Dr. Edwin Sangster inspired
many when he addressed the crowded church. On November 28th united choirs from the
Circuit performed Handels’ Messiah in our church. Also in that year a lunch hour prayer
meeting was started. Every Wednesday at 1 p.m. members who were in Bilston during their
lunch hour were in invited to meet together for a short time of prayer and fellowship before
returning to their daily task.

The Candle-light carol service was repeated on December 22nd and this was well
supported and declared even more of a success as the previous year. So much so the
Watch-night service was also held by candle-light.

In January 1958 a Junior Guild was formed under the leadership of Miss Bronwen
Jones to provide a week night activity for the children of the Sunday School. Area fellow-
ships were formed based on the ideas of our forefathers who held their “cottage-meetings”.
Members of our church and others from High Street began to gather together in the various
houses for fellowship.

On September 20th of this year the District Synod was held at Bilston ‘Wesley’. 365
ministers and lay workers from the 36 circuits in the district were entertained. In the evening
a Youth Rally was held at which the speakers were Rev Brian S. O’Gorman, chairman of the
district, and Rev Stanley B. Davis the connexional Y.M.A. secretary. The chairman at this
event was Mr. Roy Swinbourne ex-Wolverhampton Wanderers’ footballer. Many young
people from the district attended.
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On December 21st the 3rd annual carol service was held and the Rev A.J. Gedye
expressed his thanks to the young people for decorating the church and taking part in the
service. The year ended traditionally with a men’s New Year supper followed by a grand
concert organised by the young people of the church and Youth Club. It was a happy family
affair, then together they moved into the church which was again lit by candle-light for
fellowship and prayer for the New Year in the Watch-night service.

There had been suggestions from Bilston Council that because of a proposed road
widening scheme and probable traffic island they would be interested in buying some of the
church land. Since the amalgamation of the High Street and Swan Bank Methodist Circuits
in 1955 suggestions had been made to amalgamate the High Street and ‘Wesley’ Swan
Bank churches on one site. The ministers of both churches Rev. A.J. Gedye and Rev K.
Griffin had discussed this at length. They had suggested that one way of the members of
the congregations getting to know each other better would be through area fellowships. By
January 1959 home fellowships were being held regularly in Villiers Avenue in the homes
of Mrs E. Hopkins (‘Wesley’) and Mr and Mrs H. Fellows (High St.) with an average
attendance of 16, and in the Bailey Road area in the homes of Mr & Mrs K. Kevisall
(‘Wesley’) and Mr & Mrs H. Collins (High St.) with 10 members. It was hoped to start another
fellowship in Holland Road.

In that year the main topic of interest was however the conversations between the
Church of England and the Methodist church, with a view to becoming one united church.
Methodist and Anglican Synods had recommended discussions at church level and Leaders’
meetings and Society meetings included this in their agenda.

Membership at Swan Bank was now 192 and the minister informed leaders that Mr &
Mrs Musselwhite (Marian’s parents) had transferred from Southampton. He commented that
he was delighted to have “two real life members” who attended both morning and evening.
He was concerned that the membership was not reflected in the attendance returns which
gave an average of 35 in the morning and just under 100 at night.

In August we said “goodbye” to Rev and Mrs Gedye. Much gratitude was expressed
for their ministry – especially for their hospitality in the manse to the Y.M.A. group. This
fellowship had led to many young people becoming members of the church, Sunday school
teachers and local preachers. A Circuit farewell was held on Friday August 28th.
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Interior of Swan Bank Methodist Church  (1959)

Exterior Swan Bank Methodist Church 1959
-View from War Memorial
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Guild Outing to Llandrindod Wells 1956
Little Mr.Spicer(back row far right) Little Mr. Cox (centre front row)

Two special Society Stewards- it was said by many “two little men with big
hearts”

Rev. A. J. Gedye Rev Frank Crowder
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Chapter 9  Church Life in 1959

On September 5th 1959 a Circuit welcome was held for the new superintendent minister
Rev Frank Crowder and his family. So what kind of church had the Crowder family come
to?

Swan Bank Methodist or as it was still often known ‘Bilston Wesley’ was recognised
as the mother church of Methodism in Bilston. The large grey building situated on Swan
Bank near the town centre was originally built in 1823 but it was extended and completely
altered in 1840 and again in 1890,

The church was large with seating accommodation for approximately 1,500. From the
outside the building appeared austere and plain but the interior was beautiful. There was an
oval gallery supported by stone pillars. In the centre was the pulpit in the form of a rostrum
upholstered in scarlet velvet. A rather beautiful communion table and marble font stood in
front of the pulpit, encircled by an oak and brass communion rail lined with matching velvet.

The church was painted in grey and pink which made the building light yet preserved
the atmosphere and reverence of a church. Upstairs there were two handsome stained glass
windows dedicated to the memory of the young men from our church who gave their lives
in the World War I. These portrayed St. Michael and St. George. On the south side beneath
the gallery was another stained glass window which portrayed the Risen Christ and bore the
words: “I ascend to My Father and your Father, to My God and your God”.

Despite the size of the church there were only 192 members, this is in contrast to the
times when it was filled to over-flowing 100 years previously. The members however were
warm hearted and friendly and numbers had grown recently. Like their ancestors they were
coming to realise once more that:

“Prayer is the Christian’s vital breath,
The Christian’s native air,
His watchword at the gates of death,
He enters heaven with prayer.”

They believed that prayer was the power behind all the activities of the church. Prayer
meetings were held every Sunday at 5.40 p.m. before the evening service and at 1 p.m. on
Wednesdays. These meetings were not however always as well supported as many would
have liked them to be. Again like their ancestors they enjoyed “Cottage meetings” though
they were now called “Area fellowships”. Various class leaders held fellowships on week-
nights in their own homes. This was a new venture only just beginning.

The previous minister Rev A.J.Gedye who had been a missionary in China, and during
his ministry had encouraged the church in missionary work especially through the Y.M.A.
group.

The church choir had been famous throughout the district for their quality of singing
for many years. One of its oldest members Mr. Evans could still recall the time when Bilston
“Wesley” won the shield at the Crystal Palace. The choir under the leadership of Mr. Lyndon
Beeston was not quite so ambitious during the 1950s but they still held a choir festival every
year and led the worship in the singing of hymns and anthems.

There were many week-night activities at the church. The oldest of which was the
Guild which had been functioning since 1863. It was affiliated to the Wesley Guild and had
for many years met on alternative Saturdays throughout the winter. Since numbers had fallen
it had been re-started on Monday evenings but continued the programme of Social Christian
Service, Literary and Devotional meetings, and averaged about 20 members. The annual
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Guild outings in the Summer were very popular with all ages – a good opportunity for the
Church family to get to know each other better. The most recent meeting was the Young
Wives’ club under the leadership of Mrs. Kathleen Hand. About 20 young wives and
mothers met weekly for prayer, fellowship and discussion, listened to speakers and had
various activities of interest. A Women’s Fellowship was also held weekly on Monday
afternoons.

The sixth Bilston Scouts met on Monday evenings and the Wolf Cub pack on Thurs-
days. A flourishing company of Girl Guides met on Tuesdays but unfortunately the Brown-
ies had recently ceased due to the retirement of Mrs E. Emsley as Brown Owl.

The Youth Club met on Wednesday and Friday evenings for dancing, table tennis and
other social activities. The leaders were Mr & Mrs D. Buckley. There was also a drama
group producing plays from time to time. The Junior Guild, for children 7 – 11 years met on
Tuesday evenings for games, hobbies and stories. In this way some of the Sunday school
teachers came to know the children better than meeting them just on Sundays.

Although Girls’ League had officially ceased to be in Methodism since the coming of
Y.M.A. in 1953 there was still a G.L. group of between 15-20 girls meeting for fellowship
and social activities on Thursday evenings under the leadership of Miss Marian Musselwhite
aided by Miss Sheila Hill.

The Sunday school had been an integral part of the church since its humble beginnings
in the home of Fanny Brooke in 1797. At Temple Street it had grown from strength to
strength over the next 25 years and when the new building was opened on Swan Bank in
1823 the school continued in the old chapel. Very soon however old barns were transformed
into classrooms and first the girls and then the boys moved here. Numbers rose to over 600
scholars with 63 teachers and officials. By the 1950s numbers were smaller but the Sunday
school was well structured and organised caring for children from birth to late teens.

The Sunday School Anniversary held each year on the first two Sundays in May was
still a big attraction and included a special service by the Beginners’ and Primary children.

When a child was brought to be baptised Mrs Freda North, leader of the Beginners’
department and Cradle Roll secretary kept in touch with the parents and after a few months
sent them an invitation to bring their child to a Cradle Roll service. As soon as the child’s
name was entered on the Cradle Roll he/she became a member of the Sunday school. Each
birthday Cradle Roll children received cards from the Sunday School and on their third
birthday were invited to join the Beginners’ department.

In the Beginners’ department children 3-5 years met for a hour on Sunday afternoons
playing together and learning to pray to Jesus using simple prayers and singing simple
hymns. When asked for a favourite hymn these little ones would often reply “Away in a
manger” or
“I saw a bird in the top of the tree”. Many children heard for the first time about Jesus and
how He loved all little children. At 5 the children were promoted to the Primary department,
the leader at this time was Miss Bronwen Jones and the teachers mainly members of Y.M.A.
girls aged 15-20 years. The room they used was far from ideal as it was used by the education
department as a junior boys’ classroom during the week. The teachers and children tried to
make it beautiful by bringing in flowers and pictures and the teachers painted the small
chairs in a rainbow of bright colours. The children were divided into classes according to
their age with about 5 or 6 children to each teacher. The teachers were expected to meet
every Wednesday evening at a training class to discuss the lesson and new ways of
interesting the children.
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Apparently the children seemed very happy in their department and numbers were
increasing and it was thought that more chairs would have to be purchased. Film strips,
slides and flannel-graphs were used to bring the stories alive and the children were encour-
aged to take part by choosing hymns reading from the Bible and praying spontaneously. The
children were all known by the teachers, birthdays were remembered and news was regularly
shared with the whole department.

At 8 years of age the children moved to the Junior department which was led by
Mr.Frank Meachem. In this department the children’s spirit for adventure was recognised.
In small classes according to their age they sang lustily and enjoyed the adventures of Paul
or lives of Christian men and women. One important aspect remembered by many is that
they learned about the Bible, the names of the books and something about the content of each
book. Many children were able to recite all of the books of the Bible in order. They also had
Bible quizzes and games and were encouraged to learn more about their Bibles by entering
the Methodist Youth Department Scripture examination.

Children of the Junior department were also encouraged to attend Junior Church which
met at 10 a.m. on Sunday mornings. This was run jointly by Mr. Arthur Guest and Miss
Pamela Wilkes. The children themselves took part in the services announcing the hymns and
reading the Bible and were addressed by visiting speakers. Many of the children also
attended the Junior Guild on Tuesdays especially those who were Juvenile Missionary
collectors, collecting money for the missionary society (J.M.A.) A missionary evening was
held once a month when the children played missionary games and listened to stories.

At 11 years they were promoted to the Senior department where the superintendent was
Mr. Cyril Spicer. Services were held on  a similar format to church services but at the
children’s level. They were encouraged to help in leading these services with various classes
taking it in turns choosing hymns and leading the worship. Films, film-strips and play
readings were used to add interest to the lessons.

At 14 or 15 years the young people entered fellowship classes. Many of them wished
to take up office in the Sunday school and were encouraged to do so by joining one of the
other departments to train as a teacher or to become a registrar or pianist with the younger
children.

By the time they were teenagers they would have received several opportunities of
signing the Disciples’ Roll and becoming true followers of Jesus Christ. When this happened
they were immediately put in touch with the minister, encouraged to attend church worship
and invited to membership preparation classes which were held at frequent intervals. These
courses trained the young people in the responsibility of church membership and usually
lasted for about 3 months after which they would be received into the full membership of
The Methodist Church.

There were other weekly groups to which these young people could belong -G.L.
(Girls’ League), was for teenagers, its aim was to help the girls of Methodism share in the
full missionary life of the church. Through Bible reading, prayer, fellowship also through
the fun and games and drama, many girls came to fulfil this aim.

-For social activities the young people could join the Youth Club where they could
meet friends, dance, sing, listen to records, play table tennis or just talk.

-There was also drama group which produced plays regularly.
-For their spiritual needs they were able to attend Bible class where they were able to
discuss and learn more about the Bible and the Christian way of life.

-At 15 years of age they could join the Youth Fellowship (Y.M.A.) meeting in the Manse
on Sunday evening for hymn singing, discussion, Bible studies and quizzes.
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-Uniformed organisations, Scouts and Girl Guides encouraged young people to be good
citizens and through the influence of Christian leaders develop their faith.

The story of our church in the 1950s would not be complete without recording the
influence of the Youth Missionary Association (Y.M.A.) and the guidance of Marian
Musselwhite. More than 100 young people passed through the fellowship of Y.M.A. The
coming of Y.M.A. to Bilston in 1953 made a great difference to the young people and to the
whole church. Shortly after its forming preaching bands were organised. As most of the
members were enthusiastic young Christians, anxious to share their faith with others, groups
of three or four went to the smaller churches in the Circuit to take children’s services.
Through the encouragement of Marian Musselwhite, herself a local preacher a young person
might read a lesson for the first time but after a few months found him or herself preaching
‘half a sermon’. Through this venture members of the Sunday School and Youth club gained
the confidence to become Sunday School teachers and departmental leaders, leaders in the
church and local preachers. Mr Kenneth Finch was accepted as a Minister and trained at
Handsworth College. Bilston “Wesley” Y.M.A. was recognised as a preaching group in the
auxiliary list of the plan, taking services throughout the Circuit. They also led services in
small rural churches in Shropshire.

As its name suggests ‘The Youth Missionary Association’ had a strong missionary
bias. Missionary evenings were held at the Youth Fellowship once a month and missionary
efforts including plays, films and exhibitions helped  to raise funds for overseas work. This
also made the church as a whole aware of the missionary need. It was not however only
overseas missions that were emphasised but also the need for Christian witness at home, at
work or at school.

It was Y.M.A. who had first had the idea of candle-light services and they were as
happy making holders for candles, cleaning the church for special services, decorating it for
the harvest festival, organising socials and parties or meeting together in prayer and fellow-
ship.

Y.M.A. was often called Youth Made Aware – aware that Christ died for all people
whatever their colour, creed, or gender; aware of the need and suffering in other parts of the
world, and aware of the lost and lonely in our own country.

The aim of Y.M.A. was therefore to make the youth of Methodism aware of the need
for Christ throughout the world. It was only when He took over young lives completely that
this could happen. In the Y.M.A. annual dedication service these words were repeated:

‘Take my hands and work through them,
Take my mind and think through it,
Take my heart and set it on fire with your love,
For Jesus Christ’s sake. Amen’.

These young people believed that just as the church members of the past were humble
and devout Christians they too had traditions to uphold. And their message to their world
like John Wesley’s message to the people of Bilston was ‘Fear not for we know you seek
Jesus who was crucified’.
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Chapter 10 Swan Song (Bilston “Wesley” to Bilston Methodist)

On October 29th 1959 the Circuit Rally was held in our church. A large congregation
welcomed Rev Dr. Donald Soper, Mr Harrison recorded the service on his reel-to-reel
tape-recorder – so that Dr.Soper’s message could reach a wider audience.

November 1st was the Church anniversary and the preacher was Rev. Maurice Kirk
who had been a former Sunday School scholar, church member and local preacher.

By this time the Y.M.A. group had found a further welcome in the manse. The Crowder
family invited the young people with open arms. It was good that their daughter Hazel
became part of the group and joined in whenever she was home from college. Even their
young son Roy – although not yet a teen-ager joined in the meetings with his parents.
Perhaps this was what led him to eventually become secretary for African Affairs in the
Overseas department of the Methodist Church.

Things had changed too in the Sunday school. For many years children of 7+ had
attended Junior church at 10 a.m. in the Church Parlour, only joining the adult congregation
for Parade Service on the first Sunday each month. As a trial period the children and their
teachers joined with the adults for the first 40 minutes of the service. Then after a children’s
benediction they left while the adults stayed for the sermon, final prayers and hymn. Mrs
Freda North volunteered to look after any children whose parents stayed in church. A letter
of thanks was sent to Miss Pamela Wilkes for all her hard work in Junior church. Afternoon
school remained the same with children meeting in their departments according to age
at 2-45 p.m.

In December a United Fellowship with members from High Street and Swan Bank was
held in the manse. Another year ended with the usual celebrations of Carol and Toy Service
for N.C.H. (including a nativity play) Carols by candle-light and Christmas morning wor-
ship. There was a traditional New Year’s Eve supper and entertainment by the Young People
concluding with the watch-night service at mid-night.

So our church entered a new year and a new decade to be known as the “swinging
sixties” with a new minister, the prospect of a uniting church – excitement for some, fears
for others but seeking God’s will for the future and re-dedicating themselves anew in the
Covenant Service.

On January 24th the Annual Society meeting was held 55 members were present –

were present .

Mr Howard North reported that since changing the Guild night from Saturday to
Monday evenings there had been an increase in membership. Mr. Lewis on behalf of the
choir appealed for more members to join.

Mr. Derek Buckley reported 52 members in the Youth Club but appealed for more
adult members of the church to show an interest in the club. In order to close the gap between
the Church and Youth Club several measures had been tried. Rev Crowder expressed his
concern to the church leaders, he stated “I have been unable to make any big steps with the
majority of youth club members. I do go into the club most evenings and have dressed in
sports jacket and flannels rather than clerical gear but still find in difficult to make any real
relationships.”
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The Brownies had been re-started by Mrs Elsie Emsley and a donation of £5 from Toc
H had been received to replace equipment lost from the Brownie room in the interim period.

1960 was declared World Refugee Year and ambitiously Y.M.A. were looking at the
possibility of adopting a refugee and asked for backing from the church. A committee was
formed to look into this. Bilston was planning a mile of half-crowns on April 9th in aid of
Refugee year. Diane Williams a Y.M.A. Member sold ladybird badges to members of the
congregation for refugee funds.

In February the Holland Road area fellowship started and numbers were encouraging.
Six young people were attending church membership classes and a West Indian fellowship
was started in the Manse (following the request by Y.M.A. members) and Mr.Joe Scott was
contacting West Indian friends to join the group.

Councilor Walter Fellows became Mayor of Bilston and Rev Frank Crowder became
Mayor’s chaplain. The Civic service was held at Swan Bank in May. The Fellows family had
had associations with Ettingshall George Street for many years and the Mayor’s daughters
were members of our church and Sunday school.

Planning began in earnest for 1961 Evangelistic Campaign. It was suggested that Dr.
Sangster’s book “Give God a chance” might be read by all the church leaders as part of that
preparation. Dates suggested were the following May or June.

On July 10th a special open air service was held on the green in Central Avenue. Prior
to this volunteers had distributed invites to the people of the Mounford Estate. Good weather
encouraged many to join in this service and some of the locals watched from their windows.

Despite these signs of growth concern was shown for the fluctuating attendance on
Sundays. Mr Howard Cox (on behalf of the stewards) said that they found it impossible to
keep a check on who was missing. He suggested that if members of the congregation noted
who sat near to them and if they were missing for 2 weeks inform the minister or stewards
and a visit would be made. Mrs Murial Crowder made this her special job and it was not
unusual to see Rev Crowder mount his bicycle after evening service on hearing of some
one’s absence.

As far as the union with High St. was concerned there had been joint Trustees and
Leaders’ meetings during the year. On the arrival of Rev Ronald Garrard to High Street a
joint fellowship was planned for the New Year and joint Lenten meetings and joint commun-
ion services at 8 a.m. at Swan Bank on Christmas morning and at High Street on Easter Day
in 1961.

The Church Anniversary was held in November as usual with a weekend of celebra-
tions. There were fireworks and a barbecue on Saturday night and on Sunday the preacher
was another ‘old boy’ of the Sunday school and church Rev Royston Mountney. On Sunday
afternoon Mrs. Jean Mountney presented the Sunday School prizes. The Mayor and Mayor-
ess were in attendance a very happy and spiritually up-lifting time.

As Christmas day 1960 was on a Sunday the minister appealed to all to treat it as a Holy
day keeping social activities to Monday and Tuesday. In light of this, there was 8 a.m. united
communion, 10 a.m. family worship and more carols and Christmas message at 6 p.m. on
Christmas day. All these services were advertised on posters and in the “Express and Star”.

The area fellowships were successful in improving the relationships between the two
churches and continued in 1961 – many new friendships were being formed and spiritual
growth evident.
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The major event of 1961 was the Evangelistic campaign in the summer. Much prayer
and preparation was needed ‘the more spade work the greater the yield’ became the
campaign motto.
Seven young people were received into membership on Young People’s day taking the
membership to 197.

The Mayor of Bilston (Councillor Fellows) was presented with a copy of the New
English Bible in May at the end of his term of office. Miss Lathe had also presented the
church with a copy of this modern translation of the Bible to be used in public worship at the
discretion of the preachers.

On June 16th the commissioning service for the Campaign was held. This service was
led by Rev. John Jackson of Wolverhampton who was well known for his writing and radio
broadcasts. Invitations had been sent out for ‘House Parties’ each hosted by a church
member and led by one of the students from Handsworth College. Up to 20 invites had been
sent out to each venue in the hope that 12 would attend – sadly this was not always the case.

The Vicar of Bilston was invited to speak at a special Men’s Meeting and it was hoped
a regular “Supper Club” might be formed.

The finale of the Campaign was a Rally at Swan Bank at 7-30 p.m. on June 25th. A
shuttle service of cars was arranged from High Street.

A follow-up meeting was held on June 29th and the August Leaders’ meeting was
devoted almost entirely to the Campaign. There were mixed feelings, Mr Howard Cox
expressed disappointment at the poor response from the homes he had visited. Mr Arthur
Meachem while emphasising that he was not criticising the students in any way ( he felt the
team were very sincere and had done a good job) suggested that there should have been some
mature and experienced leaders. Mrs Musselwhite said that more week-night meetings could
have been more beneficial. Certainly, there had been no great rush of new members into
either church but it was generally felt that it had brought greater fellowship and a sense of
belonging inside the churches.

The group meeting at a “House party” in Goldthorn Hill had decided to make a regular
commitment to meet in the area. Numbers had increased at the Villiers Avenue group and
the Overseas Evening had led to a regular meeting of the West Indian Christians in the
manse. Mr.Joe Scott was proving an able leader. It was explained that while feeling welcome
in the church they had found a very different form of worship in English Methodism. They
were used to more informal and charismatic services in Jamaica –often lasting up to 2 hours.

A report on the campaign had been received by the minister from the students them-
selves but sadly no account was given of their perspective – so we shall never know how
they felt.

The Swan Bank church was in urgent need of re-decoration and the painters would be
working during October in order to have the church looking good for the Church Anniver-
sary in November.

Much speculation was made as to how and where worship would be held during
October. After the morning service on September 24th a group of members were talking
out-side the church about this dilemma. Someone was inspired to suggest that this was a
God-given opportunity to spur on the union of the two churches. Why not go to High Street
while the work was being done –if they would have us?
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The Manse bell was rung and the minister called out to ask his opinion. Mr. Crowder
said it must be a Leaders’ Meeting decision but agreed to call an extra special Leaders’
Meeting on Wednesday next at 9 p.m. So three days later 19 leaders met in the vestry Rev
Frank Crowder led the meeting in prayer and then said that while the redecoration was in
progress there were several options – they could hold services in the school-room, church
parlour and in fact they could use the church as it would be left tidy at week-ends as several
weddings had been pre-arranged for October! However a group of members present felt that
we should take the opportunity to join in worship with friends at High Street. A discussion
followed and most of those present spoke. The senior stewards Mr H. Cox and Mr. H. Spicer
stated that the older members would not go to High Street and we must consider our financial
position. Mr.H.Taplin however observed that whatever we did numbers would fall as this
had happened whenever the church had been painted or repaired. Others said the envelopes
could be returned to the respective churches and the loose cash divided equally. Cars could
be provided for those who were unable to walk. So Mr.Cyril Harrison proposed and Mr.
Cyril Spicer seconded the motion that the church be closed and we go to High Street for four
Sundays starting
October 8th. Mr.H. Spicer seconded by Mr. H. Cox then proposed an amendment that we
attend High Street only in the evenings. The amendment was lost and the proposal carried
with two against!!

This is how the two congregations came to worship together as one body at High Street
for the whole of October. Many folk expressed their pleasure at the united singing and
growing fellowship. Financially, the lose cash over the four weeks amounted to £40Ø12Ø8
compared with £40Ø16Ø1 in the previous year. Mr. Cyril Harrison declared “it was the best
day’s work we ever did”.

Certainly, it appeared to be the catalyst needed for the amalgamation of the two
societies. It was reported that a new building would cost between £40,000 and £50,000.
Although it was muted that renovation schemes such as those carried out in other Methodist
Churches might be appropriate at Swan Bank the High Street members preferred the idea of
a new building. So 1961 ended and 1962 began with great excitement for God’s work in
Bilston in the near future.

At the January Annual Society meeting the membership total had at last reached 200 a
further cause for celebration. Miss Edna Spicer addressed this meeting on the topic ‘Women
in the ministry’. Discussion followed and it was generally agreed that an extension of the
Deaconess Order would fulfil this need. Mr Crowder reminded the meeting that the Deacon-
ess Convocation was to be held in Wolverhampton and that a public meeting would be held
at Bilston on May 1st.

Plans of the proposed new church were on view at this meeting and the minister gave
an outline of the merger. High Street trustees had voted in favour of closing their church and
joining Swan Bank – on condition that we worked TOGETHER for a new building.

Joint Lenten meetings were again held and on April 10th Rev Brian Duckworth (who
had attended the World Council of Churches in New Delhi) spoke at a special service to
which all the churches were invited.

Rev. Reg. Bedford (M.A.Y.C) had also visited the circuit and this had inspired more
effort in work in both the Youth Club and the Sunday school. Several young people had been
attending membership preparation classes since the start of the year and were received into
membership on Young People’s day. In order to bridge the gap between the Youth Club and
Youth Fellowship (Y.M.A.) Marian Musselwhite was appointed assistant Youth Club leader
later this was amended to co-Youth Club leader.
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Mr. Herbert Spicer resigned as Society steward. In view of the forth coming merger it
was decided not to replace him. Thanks were expressed to Mr. Spicer however for many
years of faithful service. The service of ‘little Mr. Cox and little Mr. Spicer’ as society
stewards was unique in the history of our church. It has been said on many occasions ‘they
were both small in stature but were mighty pillars of our church’. It was proposed that in
future no steward should serve for more than four years consecutively and that the Senior
Steward should normally only serve for 1 year in that capacity.

Another great name preached from our pulpit in that year. Rev Philip Potter ( later
secretary of the World Council of Churches) preached and later joined the Y.M.A. members
in the manse – a truly great and humble man.

The steering committee (involved in the merger of Swan Bank and High Street
churches) formally announced that the two societies would come together officially on the
first Sunday in 1963. A social gathering would be arranged for the Saturday. The Sunday
schools had already joined together. The small group of children from High Street were
brought to Swan Bank with their teachers (who would become part of the teaching team) and
seemed to be quickly making friends. The Sunday school anniversary was held at Swan
Bank as usual on the 1st Sunday in May but was repeated in the High Street church in June.

During 1962 12 young people had been received into membership and two adults by
transfer making a total of 214 members at Swan Bank. In order to further cement relation-
ships a joint harvest supper was held but each church held its own harvest services for the
last time.

Mr. Harry Taplin produced the ‘York Nativity Play’ in our church in December acted
mainly by adults but supplemented by three small boys acting as servants to the Magi. Much
discussion had been held as to the feasibility of having two nativity plays – the children’s
production arranged by Mrs North at the Carol and Toy service in the schoolroom and the
York Nativity by adults in church. Eventually, it was agreed that both should take place
followed by ‘Carols by candlelight’ on the Sunday before Christmas so that the last
Christmas at Bilston ‘Wesley’ at Swan Bank would be remembered for years to come.

The Watch-night service was held at High Street – a very emotional service for many,
ending 130 years of worship and fellowship in that place. At the Saturday evening meal
voting took place for a name for the new united church. Trinity, King’s Church, St.
Andrew’s, St. John’s (Wesley), Bilston United, Bilston Central, had all been suggested but
the final vote resulted in the decision to call our new church BILSTON METHODIST
CHURCH and we all joined in singing Charles Wesley’s words:

“All praise to our redeeming Lord
Who joins us by his grace,
And bids us each to each restored,
TOGETHER seek His face.

He bids us build each other up;
And, gathered into one,
To our high calling’s glorious hope
We hand in hand go on.”
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“The Life and Times of Rev John Wesley A.M.”  By Rev L Tyerman (1875)
“Bilston Wesleyan Methodism-

notes on its origin and progress” By John Freeman (1924)
(with particular help by the gift of Mr. Freeman’s own personal copy with added
photographs, comments and documents – from his son Prof. Gilbert Freeman)

“The Story of Bilston”      By John Price (1951)
“Mad about Mission” biography of Thomas Coke  By Cyril Davey
Methodist Recorder Newspaper  (1948)
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Trustees’, Leaders’  Minute Books.
Sunday School and Youth Council Minute books.
Y.M.A. and G.L. Minute books, programmes etc. from Bilston Methodist Church.
Notices, hand-bills, programmes, hymn-sheets, press cuttings and photographs
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Ministers of Bilston Wesley – 1823 – 1963

1823-25  Thomas Ashton 1877-79  Joseph Bailey
Titus Close 1880 Richard Eland

1826-27 Arthur G. Jewitt 1881-83 Thomas Raspass
1828-29 John Hodgson 1884-86 Anthony Taylor
1830-31 Corbett Cook 1887-89 William Parsonson
1832-33 Samuel Sewell 1890-92 W.H. Maude
1834-36 Thomas Moss 1893-95 G. Beamish Saul
1837-39 William Bird 1896-98 W.J. Heaton
1840-42 S. Webb 1899-1901  Robert Amys
1843-45 John Gedon 1902-04 Henry Babb
1846-48 G.H. Rowe 1905-07 Thomas H. Love
1849-51 R. Sharewell 1908-10 J.R. Broadhead

James Clapham 1911-14 W. W. Corin
1852-54 John Kirk 1915-17 T.J. Hillary
1855-56 William Allen 1918-20 H. J. Blasdale
1857-58  Edward Brice 1921-23 B. Crosby
1859-61 J. Hargreaves 1924-27 S. O. Tattersall
1862 J.B. MacDonald 1927-31 G. C. Main
1863 B.B. Waddy 1931-37 Frederick Goodwill
1864-65 John Watson 1937-1947 Arthur F. Reeves
1866-68 Henry Smallwood 1947-51  George Parsons
1869-71 John Weatherill 1951-53 Allan Carter
1872-74   W. L. Wingell                   1953-59     A. John Gedye
1875-76 William Malpass 1959- Frank Crowder


