NORTH STAFFORDSHIRE
HISTORIANS
an informal association of those with an
interest in reading and researching history
Chairman: Rose Wheat
Secretary: Paul Anderton

Friday December 8 at 7.30 pm
An eating meeting

paulberne14@gmail.com

Details below - but note change of day
and venue to 14 Berne Avenue

NEWSLETTER
for December 2017 Vol. 18,

No.4
Meetings held in the New Fire Station,
Knutton Lane, Newcastle-u-Lyme. ST5 2SL
at 7.30pm unless otherwise stated

NEW YEAR 2018
Monday January 15 Peter Lead

This Invitation to our meetings is only restricted
by the agreement that the maximum number
attending should not exceed twenty-five.
Please let Paul Anderton know that you will be at
the next meeting. paulberne14@gmail.com

James Brindley: the Man and the Myth
James Brindley is a well-known star in the
firmament of the Industrial Revolution but
as with many such figures it is necessary to
re-assess their roles and significance from
time to time to remove the accumulation
of myths acquired through constant
exposure to popular representations.

Professor Alannah Tomkins
inaugural lecture
The Workhouse: A Victorian Institution
through the eyes of working-class
writers
Monday December 11 at 6.15pm
Westminster Theatre, Keele University

Monday February19
Richard Benefer

NEWS BELOW OF NEW BOOKS

The Operation of Military Service Tribunals
in North Staffordshire 1916-1918
Richard’s local study is set in the wider
context of a near revolutionary alteration
in the basic premises of British political life
– conscription into national service.

Karen Hunt Staffordshire’s War :
voices of the First World War

Monday March 19
Cathryn Walton

in their own words the experiences of men,
women and children on the Staffordshire Home
Front

subject to be announced

Tim Cockin The Parish Atlas of England :
an atlas of English parish boundaries
based on OS maps 100,000s place names
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Julie Bagnall ….. reminds us
EVERY PICTURE TELLS A STORY…or two!
While looking through one of my ‘DO NOT THROW THIS AWAY’ boxes I came across a
photograph of my maternal grand-parent’s 1932 wedding. I have seen the photo many
times, a handsome man and pretty woman, a couple as I had not known them.
But then turning the photo over I saw something I had not seen before. Impressed into
the yellowing cardboard back was ‘block perm 16 lines 4x4 8s stake’
Now, I don’t know if that is what granny and granddad thought of their wedding photo,
or if the family fortune was won and lost on that day. But the moral of the story is always
look on the back as it may tell a different and unexpected tale to the front.

editorial privilege allows comment
Hatless men and hatted women: brylcreamed hair for men, ankles visible for women, and
uncut grass not carefully prepared for life’s critical moment photography. This is a 1932
scene, we are told, but is this evident from the dress in the way that summer time is
obvious from the roses, the absence of smoking chimneys and one tieless man? Of
course the family is interested in the names and relationships, but what does the social
historian take from images of this kind? The location shows two contrasting building
styles, but the focus is naturally on people not on where they are. What do you say?
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access to Keele University Library, including
limited borrowing rights and access to the
Archive.
Informal enquiries are welcome, please
email Catherine at cburgass@yahoo.co.uk
How to enroll:
You can post the form below with a cheque
for £80.00 payable to Keele University to:
Mr Scott Dean
School of Humanities
Keele University
Staffordshire
ST5 5BG

Dr CATHERINE BURGASS
a 10 week public access course
Meeting time and location: Tuesdays 68pm, 27 February-15 May 2018 at Keele
University (room confirmed nearer the
time).
Cost: Just £80 for all ten two-hour sessions,
handouts, tea/coffee, and biscuits.
Parking is free at Keele after 5pm.

Email: s.dean@keele.ac.uk
Or you can make a telephone payment by
debit or credit card by calling Scott Dean
on 01782 733203.
Please indicate that this is for the Stoke-inPrint Adult Education Course.
Please note that no refunds can be made
after 26th February.
Supply name, address, tel no and email
address to the above.

RESOURCES: A handout with questions and
suggestions will be provided prior to each
session.
Keele Library: Registered students will have

Rose Wheat on reading The Local
Historian recalled another gem from
a recent bed-time book

A first reply
Our chairman’s prolific reading has thrown
up a discussion point she hopes will
provoke responses. It comes from the diary
talk of Alan Bennett reflecting on watching
the television version of Wolf Hall, the
Hilary Mantel epic novel of Tudor
government..

'Thoughts about Wolf Hall (TV 28
January):
Hilary Mantel, Niall Ferguson, Alan Taylor:
History is a playground. The facts are
Lego. Make of them what you will.
It's a sentiment I would happily have put
in the mouth of Irwin in The History Boys’.
Discuss.

Just to get you going the point is denied.
You cannot make of facts what you will.
Historical facts constrain: they cannot be
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infinitely reassembled into whatever the
whim of the moment fancies. In fact, Lego
blocks are not infinitely malleable. They
will not flow like water, nor will they
levitate and fly like bubbles. Blocks may be
moulded to allow circles to be constructed,
but those same blocks cannot be linked to
form rectangles. Charles I was executed on
a January day 1649 (by our calendar) and
he cannot, with validity, be woven into any
story which then has him at the Battle of
Worcester in 1651. The fact of the manner
of his dying may be an element in
numerous different explanations or
answers to ‘why’ questions, each of which
incorporates other incontestable facts.
None could justify a conclusion that he
committed suicide. None would support
the view that it was one of his sons who
arranged for his murder.

given more historical significance than
most others for reasons. The test of the
historian is the extent to which reasons for
making one execution of preeminent
importance are judged to be valid,
consistent with all the relevant facts and
illuminate an aspect of the human
condition in which, as an audience, we find
ourselves placed. The possibilities are not
infinite though the fascination may lie in
testing the limits.

Organising the facts to lead to the
judgement that Charles’ execution was
inevitable is distinctly possible, but the
historian, like the child with Lego, has to
make what the facts allow. Those same
facts may make Oliver Cromwell a
murderer, but this is not incompatible with
the judgement that Charles’ death was
inevitable. The historian cannot make
Charles live after 30 January 1649. A
novelist or playwright could have Charles
meet with his descendants – Queen Anne
or Bonnie Prince Charlie — but that’s
fantasy not history.

416pp, 233x152mm, 24 illustrations, 1 map,
hardback, Bloomsbury, 50 Bedford Square,
London WC1B 3DP, 2017, ISBN 978 1 4088 3746
7, £25

So what would be Irwin’s reply to that?

Book review
by Peter Brown
Man of Iron: Thomas Telford and the
building of Britain — Julian Glover

Of all the biographies of Telford, this is the
one which most vividly portrays the man:
incredibly hard-working, travelling vast
distances in all weathers, robust, restless,
driven. But also good company, able to
mix in all levels of society, but with no
intimates or close family.
Whilst his appointment to major projects
owed much to influential men – such as Sir
William Pulteney (an acquaintance from
Eskdale) with regards to his Shropshire and
his early Scottish works, Sir Henry Parnell
(a leading Irish MP) for the Holyhead Road,
and Nicholas Vansittart (Chancellor of the
Exchequer 1812–22) for his governmentfinanced works generally – his
achievements were the result of his own

Of course, Bennett could be read as having
a more subtle point in mind. “Make of
them what you will”, he writes. The act of
making facts have meaning is what
historians do. Charles Stuart, King of
England, was not the first, nor the last,
person to be decapitated. His head loss is
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assessment, The Story of Telford by Sir
Alexander Gibb (1935) is still the best. But
Glover’s book would be my
recommendation for the non-specialist
reader.

efforts. Proper credit is given to the loyal
group of men Telford appointed to
supervise works and to his faithful
contractors. He chose well, and whilst not
falling into the trap of micro-managing,
nevertheless kept closely involved through
extensive correspondence and periodic
personal inspection. Due credit is also
given to the administrative colleagues with
whom Telford worked, especially John
Rickman and James Hope.

LOOKING FORWARD TO 2018
If you think that the new year’s programme
is rather too much slanted in a Leek
direction, you need to turn your telescope
the other way round. Peter Lead is a
familiar figure to all who have explored
industrial history across Staffordshire and
his studies of the Gilbert brothers gave
them a deserved prominence in the wider
world of engineering and politics. He
challenges aspects of the popular
representation of James Brindley who
means so much to the Leek tourist trade
that his significance as a businessman
tends to be forgotten.

No other biography has the depth of study
of letters to and from Telford, or of the
mentions of him in other people’s writings.
Nor has any other biography made such a
good case for appreciating Telford as a
town planner.
As the author was from 2012 a special
advisor to the government on transport, I
had hoped for a special insight into the
wider strategic issues but was rather
disappointed. For example, when
comparing Telford’s and McAdam’s
recommendations concerning roadbuilding he concludes that there is no way
of resolving such disputes because ‘they
are disputes about accountancy, not civil
engineering’.

Richard Benefer completed an MA in
British First World War Studies at the
University of Wolverhampton under the
direction of Professor Gary Sheffield. His
dissertation research into the operation of
Military Service Tribunals in North
Staffordshire was based on archive
material held at the Staffordshire Records
Office and contemporary newspaper
reports The conclusions he reached were
inevitably located within a broader picture
of the needs of the British Army as
balanced against those of local economies.
As the possibilities for numerous local
studies of Tribunals at work are severely
restricted Richard’s findings have a
national significance.

The author was a Guardian columnist
before being appointed David Cameron’s
chief speechwriter. It is therefore no
surprise that this book is fluently written,
well deserving it becoming a Radio 4 ‘Book
of the Week’. However, I sometimes found
myself wishing for the more
straightforward prose of Anthony Burton’s
Thomas Telford: master builder of roads &
canals (1999). Burton also generally gives
more information about the works
themselves. For a professional engineer’s

In March Cathryn Walton will return us to
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the well ploughed field of family history.
She is a freelance historian whose subjects
focus on Leek, but whose book on the
ladies who were members of the Leek
Embroidery Society is an example of what
to do with the information collected during
genealogical research. Cathryn will also be
re-balancing our programme which may
not always escape the criticism of being
too much’history’ and insufficiently
‘herstory’.

Friday December 8
at 14 Berne Avenue
Supper is served at 7.30 pm. If
you haven’t booked a place yet a
quick return will get three more
in.
The post-supper focus will be on
the pictures brought in for
examination and interpretation.
Any image possible, especially
one you find had to understand.

Further sessions have been planned but
ideas and proposals for July and beyond
will be very welcome. All depends upon
what you want to hear about and discuss,
and therefore what you might like to offer.
Working to the deadline of a presentation
to this group might be just the discipline
you need to take your work to the next
stage. Grab the chance while you can.

Every Christmas the occasion
comes to mind when the event
itself was subject to critical
examination and the actual
proceedings in and around
parish churches, private
houses, and public ones, were
recognised for what they were.
This reproduction of a reprint
of John Taylor’s 1652 pamphlet
illustrated the argument.
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