
	

	

An	ecclesiastical	affair	–	scandal	and	libel	in	a	Black	
Country	parish	

Part	1	–	Pensnett	in	the	19th	century	
Chris	Baker	

	
The	story	that	 I	want	to	tell	 in	this	and	subsequent	articles	concerns	the	 life	of	
the	Anglican	Church	in	the	small	 industrial	Black	Country	village	of	Pensnett	 in	
the	1860s	and	1870s,	and	in	particular	the	career	of	Reverend	Charles	Atherton,	
who	was	 a	 curate	 from	 1864	 to	 1867,	 and	 the	 Perpetual	 Curate	 (vicar	 in	 our	
terms)	from	1867	to	1876.		Some	of	the	events	described,	particularly	around	a	
libel	trial	in	1870,	resulted	in	regional	and	national	press	coverage.	It	is,	in	turn,	
sordid,	 sad,	 sweet	 and	 comic	 but	 describes	 issues	 and	 events	 that	 have	many	
modern	 resonances.	 	 I	 hope	 readers	 will	 find	 it	 of	 interest.	 	 Before	 I	 begin	
however,	I	need	to	make	a	two	general	points.	Firstly,	the	story	that	will	be	told	
reflects	 its	 sources	 –	 in	 this	 case	 the	 census	 records,	 trade	 directory	 entries,	
parish	vestry	minutes	and	other	surviving	documents	and	newspaper	articles.	I	
am	 acutely	 conscious	 that	 the	 perspective	 of	 all	 of	 these	 is	 essentially,	 and	
inevitably,	 given	 the	 age	when	 they	were	written,	 almost	wholly	male.	 Yet	 the	
story	concerns	a	number	of	women	as	well	as	men,	and	I	can	only	apologise	 in	
advance	 if	 their	 involvement	 isn’t	 covered	 as	 fully	 as	 the	 reader	 would	 wish.		
Secondly	in	the	interest	of	readability,	I	do	not	give	references	to	source	material	
in	 the	 text	of	 the	articles,	but	 these	will	be	set	out	at	 the	end	of	Part	4,	 so	 that	
interested	readers	with	time	on	their	hands	can	follow	these	up.		
To	give	a	context	to	the	story,	it	is	necessary	to	begin	with	a	little	background	to	
the	geography	and	history	that	will	concern	us.		The	industrial	village	of	Pensnett	
is	 at	 the	 western	 edge	 of	 the	 Black	 Country,	 a	 couple	 of	 miles	 to	 the	 west	 of	
Dudley	 –	 see	 the	 1880	 Ordnance	 Survey	 Map	 extract.	 The	 area	 on	 which	 it	
developed	in	the	late	18th	and	early	19th	century	was	originally	Pensnett	Chase	–	
a	 large	area	of	common	 land	that	can	be	 traced	back	to	 the	medieval	 times,	on	
the	eastern	side	of	the	ancient	Manor	of	Kingswinford,	bordering	on	the	equally	
ancient	Manor	of	Dudley.	During	the	 first	half	of	 the	 last	millennium,	 two	 large	
estates	were	carved	out	 in	this	area	of	the	Chase	–	that	of	the	Corbyn	family	at	
Corbyn’s	Hall	to	the	south	of	the	Dudley	–	Kingswinford	Turnpike	Road,	and	the	
Bendy	family	at	Shut	End	to	the	north	of	the	road.	Whilst	these	families’	estates	
were	 largely	 agricultural,	 and	 both	 boasted	 suitably	 large	 and	 imposing	
mansions,	 the	 real	 riches	 of	 the	 area	 lay	 below	 the	 ground	 in	 the	 coal	 and	
ironstone	 reserves	 of	 the	 South	 Staffordshire	 coalfield.	 These	 began	 to	 be	
exploited	in	a	small	way	in	the	16th	century,	and	perhaps	before,	but	it	was	in	the	
late	 18th	 century	 that	 industrialisation	 really	 began	 in	 this	 area.	 The	 1785	
Pensnett	 Chase	 Enclosure	 act	 extinguished	 the	 rights	 of	 commoners	 on	 the	
remnants	of	the	Chase	to	the	east	of	Commonside,	and	was,	however	one	looks	at	
it,	essentially	a	land	grab	by	the	major	land	owners	in	the	area	–	the	owners	of	
the	 estates	mentioned	 above	 and	 the	 Baron	 /	 Earl	 of	 Dudley	 –	 and	 contained	
clauses	 that	would	enable	 the	 latter	 in	particular	 to	 extensively	mine	 the	area.	
The	 village	 of	 Pensnett	 grew	 up	 after	 this	 along	 the	 Turnpike	 Road	 and	
Commonside	and	also	came	to	encompass	the	district	of	Bromley	a	little	way	to	



	

	

the	 south.	 The	 area	 thus	 became	 a	 rather	 haphazard	 collection	 of	 mines,	
ironworks,	 railways,	 canals,	 gravel	 pits	 and	 industrial	waste	 dumps	 as	well	 as	
houses	and	shops.		By	the	middle	of	the	19th	century	Pensnett	had	a	population	
of	around	6,000,	almost	all	of	whom	worked	in	the	coal	mines,	ironstone	mines	
or	the	associated	trades.		

The	 parish	 of	 Pensnett	 itself	 was	 however	 an	 ecclesiastical	 creation.	With	 the	
growing	population	 in	 the	 area,	 and	 in	 other	parts	 of	 the	manor	 and	parish	of	
Kingswinford,	the	parish	church	was	unable	to	adequately	minister	to	them,	and	
daughter	 churches	 were	 set	 up.	 The	 Ecclesiastical	 District	 of	 Pensnett	 was	
created	 in	 1844,	 with	 its	 boundaries	 largely	 defined	 by	 the	 creations	 of	 the	
industrial	revolution	–	canals	to	the	south	and	west	and	railways	to	the	north.	To	
the	 east	 its	 boundary	 was	 the	 ancient	 one	 between	 Kingswinford	 and	 Dudley	
manors.	

With	the	industrial	development,	there	naturally	arose	all	that	was	necessary	for	
the	 functioning	of	society	–	a	wide	range	of	shops	and	commercial	enterprises;	
public	houses	(there	were	around	15	to	20	pubs	in	the	Pensnett	district	between	
the	1850s	and	1880s);	friendly	societies,	often	based	in	the	public	houses;	sports	
clubs	 –	 a	 Pensnett	 cricket	 team	 is	 recorded	 as	 early	 as	 1859;	 and,	 most	
importantly	 in	our	context,	 churches	and	schools.	The	religious	census	of	1851	
identified	 seven	 church	 congregations	 in	 the	 Pensnett	 area	 -	 two	 Wesleyan	
Methodists	 and	 two	 Primitive	 Methodists;	 a	 non-denominational	 church	 that,	
judging	from	their	response	to	the	census,	clearly	considered	itself	to	be	the	only	
congregation	of	 true	believers	 in	 the	area;	St	 James’	Methodist	New	Connexion	
church	at	the	corner	of	the	Turnpike	Road	and	Chapel	Street,	which	was	actually	
the	oldest	place	of	worship	in	the	parish	having	opened	in	1839;	and	the	parish	
church	of	St	Mark’s.	

The	earliest	mention	of	an	Anglican	presence	in	the	Pensnett	area	is	of	the	curate	
W	H	Cartwright,	at	Bromley	 in	1830,	so	one	can	conclude	 that	 there	was	some	
Anglican	ministry	 in	 the	Pensnett	area	before	 the	parish	was	 founded	 in	1844.	
The	 Reverend	 Francis	 Fowke	 was	 appointed	 to	 the	 Ecclesiastical	 District	 of	
Pensnett	 in	1845	and	was,	as	 late	as	1851,	 living	in	Hunts	Mill,	 just	outside	the	
parish	 beyond	 Barrow	 Hill	 before	 moving	 to	 the	 new	 Parsonage	 later	 in	 the	
decade.	 It	 seems	 that	 initially	 the	 School	 building	on	Bell	 Street	was	used	 as	 a	
chapel	before	a	church	was	built,	and	is	referred	to	in	some	sources	as	Pensnett	
Chapel.	

The	building	of	a	church	close	to	the	Turnpike	Road	on	the	slopes	of	Barrow	Hill	
began	 in	 1845,	 on	 land	 donated	 by	 Viscount	 Dudley	 and	 Ward,	 who	 was	 to	
become	 the	 1st	 Earl	 of	 Dudley	 of	 the	 second	 creation	 in	 1860.	 It	 was	 to	 cost	
£6,700,	of	which	£5,500	was	provided	by	Lord	Ward	himself.		Whilst	this	seems	a	
remarkably	 generous	 gift,	 its	 true	 nature	 started	 to	 become	 apparent	 in	 the	
decades	that	followed,	as	the	church	suffered	severe	subsidence	due	to	his	mine	
workings	 that	 lay	beneath	 it.	 	 The	 church	was	 consecrated	 in	1849	with	much	
ceremony	 and	 Lord	 Ward	 was	 established	 as	 the	 patron.	 It	 was,	 and	 is,	
architecturally	striking,	with	a	mixture	of	styles	–	 indeed	 it	has	been	described	
by	 some	 as	 being	 inappropriate	 for	 its	 industrial	 setting.	 The	 original	 designs	
show	a	proposed	spire,	but	this	was	never	built	due	to	the	 fears	of	subsidence.	
The	church	boasted	a	robed	choir,	which	both	assisted	worship	and	gave	secular	



	

	

concerts	as	fund-raisers.	The	religious	census	of	1851	indicates	that	the	church	
provided	955	sittings	–	a	substantial	percentage	of	the	population	of	the	village	
at	that	time.		

The	 life	 of	 the	 church	 was	 intimately	 connected	 with	 the	 life	 of	 the	 National	
School,	 that	 began	 life	 in	 Bell	 Street	 and	 later	moved	 to	 new	 buildings	 to	 the	
north	of	the	Turnpike	Road	–	the	current	site	of	St	Mark’s	School.	In	the	period	
that	we	are	considering,	there	were	two	types	of	school	in	England.	They	had	in	
common	the	use	of	pupil	teachers,	usually	in	their	early	to	mid-teens,	who	taught	
the	 younger	 students	 under	 the	 direction	 of	 a	 Schoolmaster	 and	 /	 or	 a	
Schoolmistress.	 National	 Schools	 used	 the	 “Bell”	 system	 for	 teaching	 (named	
after	 its	 developer)	 and	were	promoted	by	 the	 “National	Society	 for	Promoting	
Religious	Education”,	and	effectively	represented	Anglican	interests.	The	name	of	
Bell	Street	in	Pensnett	was	derived	from	this	method	of	teaching.	The	other	type	
of	 school	 -	British	Schools	 -	 followed	 the	 “Lancaster”	system	of	 teaching	 (again	
named	after	its	developer)	and	were	promoted	by	the	“British	and	Foreign	School	
Society	for	the	Education	of	the	Labouring	and	Manufacturing	Classes	of	Society	of	
Every	Religious	Persuasion”.	This	was	essentially	non-denominational	and	tended	
to	 appeal	 to	 non-conformists.	 In	 Pensnett,	 the	 British	 School	 movement	 was	
represented	by	a	school	that	met	in	a	purpose	built	schoolroom	behind	St	James’	
New	Connexion	Chapel,	and	was	very	closely	connected	to	the	life	of	that	Chapel.	
To	 the	modern	observer	 the	differences	 in	 the	methods	of	 teaching	were	small	
and	centred	on	the	shape	of	the	classroom,	the	position	of	the	Master’s	desk	and	
the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 pupils	 were	 arranged	 around	 him.	 Nonetheless	 these	
differences	 were	 the	 cause	 of	 much	 heated	 debate	 in	 the	 19th	 century,	
particularly	 after	 a	 Miss	 Trimmer	 published	 a	 paper	 in	 1805	 saying	 that	 the	
Lancaster	 system	 was	 not	 consistent	 with	 Anglican	 teaching.	 Pamphlets	 were	
produced,	 sermons	preached	and	 there	was	much	heat	on	both	sides.	 	Then	 in	
1870,	 the	 Education	 Act	 of	 that	 year	 allowed	 for	 another	 type	 of	 school	 –	 the	
Board	School	-	to	be	set	up,	under	the	authority	of	an	elected	board,	which	was	
allowed	to	 levy	a	rate	 to	help	with	 its	upkeep.	 It	seems	the	British	School	at	St	
James’	morphed	 into	the	Board	School	at	 this	 time,	and	sometime	in	the	1880s	
moved	to	new	premises	in	Bromley,	which	remained	in	use	until	the	1960s,	and	
still	lives	on	in	the	memory	of	the	author.	
The	vicars	of	the	parish	were	known	in	the	first	instance	as	Perpetual	Curates	i.e.	
permanent	 curates	 of	Kingswinford	Parish,	with	 responsibility	 for	 Pensnett.	 In	
what	 follows	 we	 will	 refer	 to	 them	 as	 vicars	 to	 avoid	 confusion.	 They	 also	
employed	 what	 might	 be	 described	 as	 ordinary	 curates,	 who	 were	 effectively	
recently	ordained	clergy	for	whom	this	was	a	first	appointment,	and	whose	job	
was	 to	 assist	 the	 vicar	 in	 his	 work.	 The	 tenure	 of	 these	 curates	 was	 usually	
around	two	years,	and	it	is	likely	that	they	and	their	family	lived	in	the	Parsonage	
House	with	 the	vicar	and	his	 family.	The	 first	vicar,	Francis	Fowke	has	already	
been	mentioned.	He	was	born	 in	Stafford	 in	1816	and	educated	at	Peterhouse,	
Cambridge,	gaining	a	BA	in	1840,	being	ordained	deacon	and	priest	in	1840	and	
1841,	and	taking	his	MA	in	1843.	Before	coming	to	Pensnett,	he	served	a	curacy	
at	Wolverhampton.	He	was	much	involved	in	the	building	of	the	new	church,	and	
he	is	also	recorded	as	being	a	member	of	the	Royal	Standard	Freemasons	lodge	
in	Dudley	 in	 the	early	1850s.	He	remained	 in	post	 till	1857.	He	 is	 recorded	(in	
1902)	 as	 having	 died	 at	 some	 unspecified	 time,	 at	Withpoort	 in	 Orange	 River	



	

	

State	in	South	Africa,	aged	93,	although	the	age	and	birth	date	are	not	consistent.	
Nothing	 of	 his	 career	 in	 between	 leaving	 Pensnett	 and	 his	 death	 is	 known,	
although	 it	 can	be	conjectured	he	became	a	missionary	 in	 the	African	colonies.		
The	tenure	of	the	next	vicar,	Richard	Flint	Browne	Winslowe,	was	very	short.	He	
was	 appointed	 in	 1857	 from	 a	 curacy	 in	 Kent,	 having	married	Anne	 Eggers	 in	
Brighton	 in	 June	 of	 that	 year.	 Anne	died	 in	 January	 1858,	 and	Richard	 himself	
died	 in	 June	1858	 from	an	“attack	of	fever	and	inflammation	of	the	bowels”.	 	He	
and	his	wife	were	buried	in	St	Mark’s	churchyard.	

He	was	 followed	by	Richard	Webster	Boot	 from	Truro,	who	was	born	 in	1831,	
and	 was	 thus	 only	 27	 when	 he	 was	 appointed.	 He	 came	 from	 a	 Wesleyan	
Methodist	 family,	 and	 in	 1851	 is	 recorded	 as	 an	 Assistant	 School	 teacher	 in	
Truro.	 He	 received	 his	 ministerial	 training	 at	 St	 Bees	 Theological	 College	 in	
Cumbria.	He	was	ordained	deacon	 in	1854	and	priest	 in	1855	by	the	Bishop	of	
Lichfield	 and	 served	 a	 curacy	 at	 St	 James	 in	 Wednesbury	 before	 coming	 to	
Pensnett	as	Perpetual	Curate	 in	1858.	 	 It	 is	 in	his	 incumbency	of	Pensnett	 that	
our	 story	 really	 begins.	 In	 the	 census	 of	 1861	 he	 is	 recorded	 as	 living	 at	 the	
Parsonage	with	 his	wife	 Charlotte	 Phillips	 Boot,	 aged	 22;	 his	 9	month	 old	 son	
Charles	Webster	Boot;	Maria	Jarvis	(17)	–	the	cook;	and	Jane	Dunstone	(18)	–	the	
housemaid.	 	Around	1860	Boot	employed	as	a	Curate	one	William	Henry	Hyde,	
originally	from	Newcastle	under	Lyme,	and	educated	at	London	University.	Hyde	
was	around	29	at	the	time,	and	it	is	here	that	our	story	takes	on	its	most	sordid	
aspect.	In	the	Worcester	Chronicle	of	April	1861	it	was	reported	that	he	had	been	
brought	 before	 the	 stipendiary	 Magistrate	 in	 Brierley	 Hill	 charged	 with	
indecently	assaulting	a	member	of	the	church	choir	(Samuel	Bradley	–	the	son	of	
a	shoemaker	and	a	parish	constable).	The	paper	reports	that	the	major	portion	of	
the	evidence	was	unfit	for	publication.	He	was	committed	to	trial,	but	no	further	
reports	 appear	 in	 the	 press.	 It	 seems	 that	 he	 was	 acquitted	 however	 as	 he	 is	
recorded	as	holding	a	series	of	curacies	mainly	in	the	London	area	in	the	1860s	
and	70s.	He	appears	in	the	census	records	of	1871	as	visiting	a	family	in	Toxteth	
in	Liverpool,	as	a	clergyman	without	cure	of	souls.	From	1878	to	1882	he	was	the	
vicar	of	Ditton	in	Lancashire,	but	then	seems	to	have	reverted	to	curate	status	in	
parishes	in	Rochester	and	London.		Interestingly	William	Hyde	is	not	included	on	
the	official	 list	of	curates	of	Pensnett	church	–	either	through	a	desire	to	forget	
the	whole	 affair,	 or	perhaps	because	he	was	 simply	 a	 short	 term	hire	 to	 assist	
Richard	Boot.	However	it	seems	that	this	incident	was	remembered	by	some	in	
the	Parish	as	the	time	at	which	the	moral	fabric	of	the	parish	began	to	tear.	
From	 1861	 to	 1863,	 the	 curate	was	 a	 A	 C	 Baillie	 –	 Hamilton,	 but	 he	 does	 not	
feature	 in	our	 story	 in	any	way.	 In	1863	Richard	Boot	appointed	Charles	 Isaac	
Atherton	as	curate,	one	of	the	main	characters	in	our	story.	Part	2	will	set	out	the	
tumultuous	 events	 during	 the	 time	 when	 Atherton	 was	 both	 Curate	 and	
Perpetual	 Curate,	 that	 involves	 scandal,	 an	 ecclesiastical	 disciplinary	 panel,	
anonymous	letters	and	a	nationally	reported	libel	trial.		

	

	
	



	

	

	
	

1880	Ordnance	Survey	map	showing	places	referred	to	in	the	text	

	

	
St	Mark’s	Church,	Pensnett	

http://www.sharehistory.org/janes/uploads/2816-st-marks-church-pensnett	

	



	

	

	
	

Lancaster	School	Monitorial	System	

	
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:LancasterSchool1.JPG		

	



	

	

	
	

William	Ward	(1817-1885)	
	

11th	Baron	Ward	1835-1860	
1st	Earl	of	Dudley	(newcreation)	1860-1885	

	
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Ward,_1st_Earl_of_Dudley#/media/File:

Earl_of_Dudley_Vanity_Fair_18_June_1870.JPG		


